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INTRODUCTION
2INTRODUCTION
0.1 The Purpose of the Study
The study of the development of literary movements can tell us a great deal about cultural, social, 
economic, and political development, as literary movements are often a reflection of changes 
on all these levels. If, as Norman Foerster suggests,1 the understanding of a literary movement 
requires examining “the life from which the literature of a period emerged: its material aspect, 
its social structure and manner, its interests and values, its vision of the nature of man and of the 
world,” it can be argued that genre formation in writing, as a product of literary movements, 
denotes significant changes in underlying cultural paradigms, and thus the study of these 
moments of genre formation can provide scholars with insights into developments in a culture 
as a whole. As Louis Sullivan, pioneer modern architect and commentator on architecture 
as a form of artistic expression, aptly noted, “what people are within, the buildings express 
without.”2 Just as the preference for certain architectural formats expresses the sensibilities 
of particular populations, so, too, do the preferences for specific genres and literary formats 
provide us with insights into the needs of a given generation.
However, movements do not beget movements without the intervention and inspiration of 
individuals who are responsive to the times, recognize what is needed, and who have the genius 
to initiate change. Understanding how writers respond to cultural phenomena and societal 
forces and, in turn, how they can affect them provides insight into the intricacies of cultural and 
literary development.
The present study posits that major literary developments and movements are not merely 
a response to the zeitgeist or simply the product of fine minds, but are the result of a complex 
interaction between social, economic, and cultural developments, on the one hand, and the 
biography and creativity of individual writers, on the other, and it is only from this perspective 
that the movement itself can be fully understood and the literary value and importance of 
a writer’s achievement and influence can be properly assessed. In this construct, the role of 
economic forces and technological development is generally underestimated.
When a movement can be traced to a single individual, as can the development of Gonzo 
Journalism to Hunter S. Thompson, this interaction between profound societal developments 
and individual inspiration is thrown into bold relief, providing an opportunity for gaining greater 
insight into the workings of both cultural development and the role of the individual therein. It 
is here that the specifics of economic forces and the particular effects of technological progress 
are most clearly visible.   
1 Norman Foerster, ed., American Poetry and Prose. Part One: From the Beginnings to Oliver Wendell Holmes (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1957), vi. 
2 Louis Sullivan as cited in Foerster, American Poetry and Prose, vi. 
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Hunter S. Thompson’s invention of Gonzo journalism was a milestone in what has become 
known as the New Journalism movement of the 1960s and 1970s, with effects that resonated 
beyond that period and into the present. Thompson was both a product and forger of his times, 
an author particularly attuned to the economic and social forces of the day affecting a writer 
determined to support himself solely with his writing and to establish a defined public image 
and to do so in a way that expressed his unique vision. As an individual who frequently voiced 
his thoughts on these matters, an analysis of his life and work provides us with insights into 
the intricate relationship between the forces that produce a literary movement. In analyzing 
Thompson’s career, it becomes clear how economic and societal developments have been 
filtered through individual invention to result in the current state of affairs in American literary 
journalism. 
Given that Thompson’s work represents a dramatic break from basic tenets of the traditional 
journalistic format and  that his pioneering work took place in the context of a sea change in 
American journalism in which a variety of alternate yet synchronous approaches were being 
developed by such writers as Joan Didion, Truman Capote, Terry Southern, Norman Mailer, and 
George Plimpton, as well as such correspondents as John Sack, Michael Herr, and Jon Franklin, 
it is instructive to look at the development of his particular approach and style in relation to the 
cultural shifts taking place in the United States at that time and how they affected individual 
artistic production, specifically what Thompson’s work tells us about the interaction between 
cultural change and the marketplace through the relationship between his work, changes in 
American culture, and the concomitant shifts in the market for cultural products.  
As an author who was particularly cognizant of the developments taking place in the 
culture and, consequently, the market for cultural products, and who was equally determined to 
make a living within this shifting market, Thompson provides a singular opportunity to examine 
the relationship between the changes taking place in the American print market, the underlying 
causes of these changes as perceived by a single practitioner within this market, and the resultant 
adaptations made by this author in accommodating to the market in a fashion that likewise 
preserved artistic autonomy. Thompson’s copious correspondence, the numerous interviews he 
granted to various other writers, and an archive of taped materials make it possible to examine 
the author’s intents with a high degree of precision, thus granting inferences with respect to the 
relationships described above an equally high degree of validity.
At the same time, Thompson became a significant and influential literary presence in his 
own right and can be seen as a creator who contributed to the current contours of American 
literature and publishing.      
40.2 The Framework and Strategy of the Present Study: McLuhan, 
Postman, and Bourdieu 
In the present study, Thompson’s writing career is examined chronologically through the prism 
of scholarship in media theory, cultural criticism, and literary sociology as formulated by, among 
others, Marshall McLuhan, Neil Postman, and Pierre Bourdieu in order to delineate those factors 
which play a key role in individual contribution to the formation of genre. A complex interaction 
of the literary sensibility and exogenous forces has been suggested by Marshall McLuhan with 
respect to the influence of new media on older media and the subsequent interplay between 
the two,3 Neil Postman with respect to the influence of economics and technology on the 
development of broad literary movements,4  and Bourdieu with respect to the social hierarchy 
of cultural production and consumption, in particular the concepts of symbolic capital and 
symbolic goods.5 In this respect, these authors aid in conceptualizing the forces at work and 
placing them in a framework in which the changing media environment in the United States 
and the related socio-economic shifts taking place in America can be incorporated, making it 
possible to analyze Thompson’s career with a greater degree of precision than was previously 
done. 
0.2.1 McLuhan
McLuhan posited that new media have a much more profound influence on societies than that 
they simply provide a different means of restating or duplicating information that is already 
extant. The cinema is not theater recorded on celluloid, nor is television an electronic version of 
either film or stage, nor is the internet a mere repackaging of print, photography, and video. 
Likewise, the televised evening news is not a newspaper. Cultures exposed to new media are, 
in the McLuhan perspective, inexorably altered as they adapt to the new sensibilities being 
introduced by the new medium. A television-bearing culture is definitively different from a 
theater-based or a purely print-oriented culture. As a result, a culture in which television has 
taken up an established position as a bearer of information will hold different attitudes towards 
other media than a culture that does not have television. It can therefore be assumed that the 
advent of television in a culture will lead to dramatic shifts in the way writers view their role in 
3 Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenburg Galaxy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1962); Understanding Media: The 
Extensions of Man (New York: Signet Books, 1964). 
4 Neil Postman, Amusing Ourselves to Death (London: Methuen, 1985).
5 Pierre Bourdieu, Edited and Introduced by Randal Johnson. The Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1993).
 Pierre Bourdieu, “The Aristocracy of Culture,” in Media, Culture and Society, 1980, 225-254. This is an extract from La 
Distinction, (Paris: Les Editions des Minuit, 1979), 9-61.
---. Pierre Bourdieu, Translated by Susan Emanuel. The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field. (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1996).
---. “De produktie van het geloof: Bijdrage tot een economie van de symbolische goederen,” Heibel, Lente /Zomer 1984. 
Achttiende Jaargang, Nr. 3, 13-20.
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that society and the expectations that audiences have of what the role of literature and print 
journalism should be.6 
0.2.2 Postman 
Postman argued that visual motion media, most significantly television, create specific 
expectations on the part of audiences to a degree that they demand that everything that appears 
on these media meet strict demands with respect to form and purpose. It is Postman’s contention 
that all information sluiced through the conduit of television has to be molded into the format 
of narrative entertainment in order to gain audience acceptance. This has led, in Postman’s 
view, to a diminution of a variety of forms of information transmission as they are adapted to 
the format of entertainment television. In the United States, the news has been reshaped into 
entertaining docu-drama, and educational television (and, to some extent, education itself) 
has been tailored to the needs of episodic serial narrative in an attempt to compete with the 
pressure of the flood of pure entertainment bombarding the average American household.7 In 
the Postman perspective, it is assumed that a culture awash in televised images and televised 
narratives will eventually shape the majority of its narratives, broadcast, print or otherwise, 
into television-type material, or that those forms that continue to be practiced but do not 
adapt will be marginalized both culturally and economically. While Postman focuses primarily on 
education and politics as fields in which this can be observed, it is an important assumption of 
this study that this mechanism can be applied to the printed word, in particular journalism, as a 
form of expression that either acquiesces to the power of television or is marginalized. 
0.2.3  Bourdieu
 
Bourdieu published extensively on the economic and sociological aspects of literature with a 
particular focus on such aspects of literary sociology as the social hierarchy of texts and the 
mechanisms underlying the production and consumption of art. Bourdieu has done much to 
clarify previously vague definitions of such concepts as genre and artistic legitimacy, as well as 
explain the significance of economic and social inputs on the process of artistic creation and 
the dissemination of artistic products. Significant to this current study is his work in defining 
the concept of symbolic capital, his conceptualization of the artist as a socio-economic entity 
and operator, and his arguments against what Randal Johnson terms “the essentialist concepts 
6 At the time of its publication, McLuhan’s key work, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (1964), was considered 
revolutionary. It has since come under fire for what is considered to be somewhat sloppy methodology with respect to 
some of its specific points, but his basic tenet that information-bearing media are themselves culture-shaping instruments 
has withstood the test of time. It should be noted that McLuhan also wrote extensively on the effect of print media on 
cultures in The Gutenburg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man (1962), in a sense, the conceptual predecessor to 
Understanding Media.
7 Postman’s theses on television are presented in detail in Amusing Ourselves to Death (1985), while a more general position 
on the effects of technology on culture and society is provided in Technopoly  (New York: Vintage Books, 1993).    
6of art and the (still) dominant charismatic vision of the artist, both which tend to efface the 
objective position of art and cultural practice in the field of social relations.”8 In “The Field 
of Cultural Production,”9 Bourdieu distinguishes between the heteronomous principle of 
economic dominance of the artistic field and the autonomous principle favorable to those 
practicing art for the sake of art and explores the tension between the two, in addition to 
providing a basic construct of the field of cultural production itself. In “The Market of Symbolic 
Goods,” he discusses the concept of differentiation and increasing artistic autonomy, providing 
valuable insights into the social and economic significance of the development of the artistic 
persona as a form of market positioning and branding.10 Furthermore, in “The Production of 
Belief,” he discusses at length the economy of symbolic goods in relation to such ideas as the 
aforementioned artistic persona (termed the creator) and the accumulation of symbolic capital 
on the two ends of the economic equation of producer and consumer.11 Taken together, it is 
possible to construct a “Bourdieusian creator,” working within the constraints of a specific 
socio-economic context but seeking to define an autonomous space, while at the same time 
negotiating a balance between tangible economic earnings and the accumulation of abstract 
symbolic capital.
 The analytical tools he has made available in such works as The Rules of Art aided further 
in comprehending the forces at work in Thompson’s career, the significance of the choices 
he made, and the reception he received. In The Rules of Art, Bourdieu discusses such issues 
as the ascent of money-dependent commercial art, the ascent of industrialized literature and 
the writer-journalist, the process of form preference shifts, the categorization of art, and the 
concept of social capital. Interestingly, The Rules of Art contains an elaborate analysis of Flaubert 
which illustrates the potential of applying general literary-sociological analytic methods to a 
single author and even a single work, in this case, Sentimental Education.
  
0.2.4  The Author as an Individual
While literary invention is in large measure the result of cultural, technological, economic, and 
social forces - conjointly - shaping the infrastructure and the market, it is also the result of the 
inspiration and creativity of individuals. Thompson was the product of his times, but Gonzo was 
the product of Thompson’s creative invention.
The current scholarly emphasis on infrastructure, contexts, and consequences, while 
fruitful, too often overshadows the contribution of the individual. In turn, a narrow focus on 
8 Randal Johnson, “Editor’s Introduction,” in The Field of Cultural Production, .3. 
9 Pierre Bourdieu, “The Field of Cultural Production, or: The Economic World Reversed,” in The Field of Cultural Production. 
Originally published in Poetics, 12/4-5 (1983), 311-56. 
10 Pierre Bourdieu, “The Market of Symbolic Goods,” in The Field of Cultural Production. Originally published as “Le Marché 
des biens symboliques” in L’année sociologiques, 22 (1971), 49-126.
11 Pierre Bourdieu, “The Production of Belief,” in The Field of Cultural Production. Originally published as “La production 
de la croyance: contribution a une économie des biens symboliques” in Actes de la recherché en sciences sociales, 13 
(February 1977), 3-43. 
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an individual’s work without considering exogenous factors ignores the effects of the workings 
of the marketplace. In the present study, the relationship between the individual artist and the 
social and economic forces to which he is subjected are examined in order to provide a more 
precisely defined evaluation of his contribution to the development of contemporary literary 
journalism and in this fashion provide insight into how contemporary journalism has been 
shaped by both individual invention and these exogenous forces. Thus, in the present study, the 
invention of Gonzo journalism is seen as evidential of a profound shift in American literature as 
America realigns itself from a word-based culture to an image-based culture. Thompson, it is 
argued, is emblematic of the contemporary American writer’s struggle to carve out a place for 
himself in a world of print that must increasingly compete with other media in the marketplace 
of art and ideas. The development of Gonzo Journalism is here examined to demonstrate how 
the complex interaction between social, economic, and cultural developments, on the one 
hand,  and the biography and creativity of an individual writer, on the other,  resulted in a new 
and influential genre befitting an image-oriented audience.   
0.2.5  Gonzo as a Product of Individual Input and External Forces
Thompson’s individual works are given critical attention in order to chart the development of 
Gonzo as a product of the intersection of Thompson’s own creative inclination and the demands 
of the market of cultural products in the specific time-frame in which the works were written. 
It is believed that an approach which utilizes concepts and information from such fields as 
sociology, economics, and media studies as well as mainstream literary criticism and biography 
makes it possible to provide a more precise explanation of literary product and creative process, 
while simultaneously achieving a potent contextualization of these processes in the social and 
economic environment.  
     
0.2.6  Gonzo Defined 
    
The term coined for the style of participatory, subjective journalism that Thompson developed in 
the early 1970s, Gonzo, has been used as a genre label in writing for decades, and more loosely 
as a term to denote a distinctive approach to everything from filmmaking to marketing.12 There 
12 Examples include Christopher Locke, Gonzo Marketing: Winning through Worst Practices (Cambridge: Perseus Books 
Group, 2002), on marketing, and Geraint Anderson, City Boy: Beer and Loathing in the Square Mile (London: Headline 
Publishing, 2008), on the London stock market. Locke argues that in an increasingly “wired” public space, the best way 
to succeed in getting products to the proper market segments with the greatest efficiency is to make the promotional 
campaigns participatory, with significant interaction between the advertiser and the prospective consumer leading to the 
campaign being shaped by both parties as it develops through time. Anderson’s book is aimed at providing insight into the 
art and artifice of high finance by detailing what it feels like to work the trading floor, thus revealing the lack of inherent 
rationality of most stock markets. It can also be noted that www.gonzo.com is a long-standing erotica website devoted to 
a special substratum of pornography called gonzo porn. In Gonzo porn, the filmic perspective is that of one or more of the 
participants. Remarkably, this is a style of filmmaking that has only recently reached the mainstream filmmaking industry in 
such films as The Blair Witch Project and Cloverfield, as well as the Dutch-language production Zusje.  
8is still debate as to the origin of the word “Gonzo.” It was first applied to Thompson’s work 
by Bill Cardozo, an editor for the Boston Globe Sunday Magazine, in reference to Thompson’s 
article “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved” (1970). Cardozo claims the word is 
derived from a French Canadian term for shining path, gonzeaux.13 Douglas Kennedy is of 
the opinion that the term is derived from the title of a jazz piece for which Thompson had a 
particular fondness, “Gonzo” (1960) by James Booker (1939-1983), originally composed by 
Don Robey /Deadric Malone (1903-1975). In New Orleans jazz slang, Gonzo means to play 
unhinged.14 
Thompson initially defined Gonzo Journalism in terms drawn from the visual arts; he saw 
the role of the Gonzo journalist as being like that of an interpretive photographer in the mold 
of Cartier-Bresson. Thompson purported that Cartier-Bresson’s work was always taken from the 
full-frame negative, and Thompson viewed Gonzo as being similarly direct in that it was to be 
a textual print drawn from the negative of his experience of events.15 Later, Gonzo came to be 
defined as the subjective and impressionistic rendering of events, as experienced by a journalist 
engaged in participatory reporting and more interested in transmitting his experiences than 
in documenting the facts, in a form aimed at exposing the process and inherent structures of 
journalism.16 In the broadest definition, which is applied to fields far from that of journalism, 
the Gonzo approach to a medium or institution is seen as providing consumers of these media 
or participants in these institutions with a greater sense of the process governing whatever it is 
that they happen to be involved in. In its application in other fields, the addition of the adjective 
Gonzo signals this process focus.17
Gonzo consists of three primary elements: subjectivity, author involvement, and meta-
journalism. In Thompson’s work, these elements have been combined with fictional conventions 
of writing. In other words, Thompson assumes a subjective stance in his writing that is antithetical 
to the basic tenets of news reporting and background journalism, assumes a role in the story 
that makes it difficult to draw clear distinctions between the observer and the observed, and is 
consistently focused on revealing the process of his writing to the reader. The means by which he 
delivers this subjective, embedded, and reader-conscious narrative owes more to the traditions 
and standards of the short story and the novel than to the then-recognized journalistic narrative 
tools of the trade.18 Thompson expended considerable effort in crafting character depictions, 
13 E. Jean Carroll, Hunter: The Strange and Savage Life of Hunter S. Thompson (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Dutton, 1993), 
124. 
14 Jann S. Wenner and Corey Seymour, Gonzo: The Life of Hunter S. Thompson (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 
2007), 125-126. 
15 Hunter S. Thompson, “Jacket Copy for Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas,” in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Other 
American Stories (New York: The Modern Library, 1996), 208. 
16 William Stephenson, Gonzo Republic: Hunter Thompson’s America (London: Continuum, 2012)
17 In particular, marketing; see Christopher Locke. Gonzo Marketing: Winning through Worst Practices (Cambridge: Perseus 
Books Group, 2002).  
18 Jerome Klinkowitz (with graphics by Roy R. Behrens), The Life of Fiction (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1977), 33-34 
(with respect to the concept of the superfictionalist); John Hellman, Fables of Fact: The New Journalism as New Fiction 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1981), 66-100 (with reference to the idea of the non-fiction fable).
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mood-colored settings, and evocative dialogue in a format known primarily for biographical 
summary, matter-of-fact time and location definitions, and clear-cut on-the-record quotations. 
Furthermore, Thompson focused intense scrutiny on the mechanics of the stories being covered. 
In analyzing his work, it is clear that he was often more interested in how a story was covered 
and edited than in what was actually being written about. 
 
0.3    The Research Context of the Study: Extant Works on Thompson’s Life 
and Writing
Hunter S. Thompson (1937-2005) was a paradox throughout most of his career as a writer. As 
a result of his madcap and very public lifestyle, which included copious drug use, motorcycle 
accidents, arrests, and more than one incident involving firearms, he became an established 
figure of popular culture, an icon for what has come to be termed the counterculture period in 
American cultural history. Thompson repeatedly claimed that while he would not recommend it 
to others, a life of alcohol and narcotics had always worked well for him.19 It further strengthened 
his reputation among the alumni of the various movements of the 1960s that he had ridden 
with the Hell’s Angels in California, experienced the hippie movement in San Francisco, was a 
veteran of the Democratic Convention riot in Chicago in 1968, and had been to Vietnam as the 
American war effort there collapsed. 
At the same time, the inventive bent and incisive wit of his work earned him a wide 
readership among more mainstream readers and the praise of prominent writers of his 
generation, such as Norman Mailer, Kurt Vonnegut, and Tom Wolfe.20 His books, including such 
works as Hell’s Angels (1967) and Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (1971), found their way onto 
the bestseller lists and remain in print many years after their initial publication. The two titles 
mentioned have both been published as Modern Library books, no minor accolade in American 
publishing. The plethora of sites dedicated to Thompson’s life and work on the internet make it 
19 As reported in Ilan Stavans, Bandido: The Death and Resurrection of Oscar “Zeta” Acosta, Revised Edition (Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 2003), 98. This adage took on a life of its own in Thompson’s lifetime, starting as a casual 
statement to Ralph Steadman, later being repeated in interviews and eventually mutating into the tagline for the film 
Where the Buffalo Roam, which was based on Thompson’s “When the Banshee Screams for Buffalo Meat.” See also Paul 
Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson (New York: Thunder’s Mouth Press, 1992), 
244.
20 Vonnegut reviewed Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72 for Harper’s in July, 1973. He wrote “From this moment 
on, let all those who feel that Americans can be as easily led to beauty as to ugliness, to truth as to public relations, to joy 
as to bitterness, be said to be suffering from Hunter Thompson’s disease.” Tom Wolfe included Thompson in his essay/
anthology The New Journalists (1973). Norman Mailer wrote about Thompson in The Fight (1975). He also stated that 
Thompson’s ability to produce was a mystery to him given his substance abuse. Others include Nelson Algren,  who wrote a 
laudatory review of The Great Shark Hunt in the Chicago Tribune (July 15, 1979); William Buckley, who reviewed Campaign 
Trail in The New York Times (August 5, 1973) in which he termed Thompson a sociological phenomenon; and George 
Plimpton, who sketched Thompson in Shadow Box (1977), as well as reviewing his work. Further noteworthy reviews of 
Thompson’s work were Jonathan Raban’s review of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas in London (June-July, 1973); Christopher 
Lehmann-Haupt on the same work in The New York Times (June 22, 1972); Joe Klein’s review of The Great Shark Hunt in 
Mother Jones (December, 1979); Garry Wills’ review of The Great Shark Hunt in the Washington Post, August 19, 1979; 
and Ron Rosenbaum’s review of Songs of the Doomed in The New York Times, November 25, 1990.   
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abundantly clear that Thompson has an intensely loyal following. Interestingly, Thompson can 
claim among his admirers in the Dutch and Flemish literary communities such writers as Herman 
Brusselmans and Ronald Giphart.21 Given their approach to non-fictional work, as well as that 
of such writers as Martin Bril, it can be argued that Thompson has also left his mark on writing 
in the Netherlands and Belgium.22  
Despite his popularity with the public and the acceptance of his peers, Thompson’s work 
and career have not attracted significant academic interest. The journal articles and dissertations 
that have appeared do not, given their number and narrow focus, constitute a body of work 
which sheds significant light on this author’s work as a whole, in that these works focus intense 
scrutiny on biography without seeking to delineate the origins of Gonzo as a literary creation, 
dissect the style without seeking to correlate the development of this style to changing literary 
sensibilities, or discuss the structure and nature of Gonzo without providing a satisfactory link 
between the taxonomy of the form and the environment in which it was forged. This is not to 
say that no work of merit has been done; among others, the work by William Mc Keen (Hunter 
S. Thompson, 1991) and William Stephenson (Gonzo Republic: Hunter Thompson’s America, 
2012) deserve mention. 
Most of the many books on Thompson are biographies that emphasize the events in his life 
and all too often his various crimes and misdemeanors without providing a grounded analysis 
of his works, or even a significant attempt at positioning his writings in a literary, cultural, or 
infrastructural context. Examples of such works are Paul Perry’s Fear and Loathing: The Strange 
and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson (1992), E. Jean Carroll’s Hunter: The Strange and 
Savage Life of Hunter S. Thompson (1993), and Peter Whitmer’s When the Going Gets Weird: 
The Twisted Life and Times of Hunter S. Thompson (1993). In the years since Thompson’s death, 
such writings have, in fact, become something of a cottage industry: recent publications include 
Anita Thompson’s The Gonzo Way (2007); The Kitchen Readings: Untold Stories of Hunter S. 
Thompson (2008) by Michael Cleverly and Bob Braudis; and Hunter S. Thompson: An Insider’s 
View of Deranged, Depraved, Drugged Out Brilliance (2009) by Jay Cowan. Who Killed Hunter 
Thompson? by Warren Hinkley is still pending publication. Similarly, a number of documentaries 
have been released, many of which focus on specific aspects of Thompson’s life, while giving his 
work short shrift.23 A more earnest effort to explore both Thompson’s life and his contribution 
to American culture is given in Gonzo: The Life and Work of Dr. Hunter S. Thompson (2007). As 
part of this project, the producers were provided access to Thompson’s audio archives, which 
were later released as The Gonzo Tapes: The Life and Work of Dr. Hunter S. Thompson (2008). 
It should also be noted that there are several Thompson documentaries that were released prior 
21 As expressed at length in the syndicated Herman Brusselman’s column, “Brusselmans is weer ziek” as published in 
Univers in the late 1980s.  
22 In particular, Martin Bril, Twee Broers en een Broodjeszaak (Amsterdam: 521 Uitgevers, 2003) and Ronald Giphart, Feest 
der Liefde (Amsterdam: Uitgeverij Podium, 1995).  
23 Buy the Ticket, Take the Ride (2006); Final 24: Hunter Thompson (2007); Blasted!!! (2008); and the Thompson Trilogy 
directed and produced by Wayne Ewing, consisting of the films Breakfast with Hunter (2003), When I Die (2005), and Free 
Lisl (2006).
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to the author’s death in 2005, among which Hunter S. Thompson’s The Crazy Never Die (1988). 
     While many elements of Hunter Thompson’s oeuvre are worthy of study from a number 
of different perspectives, the most significant in terms of explicating the relationship between 
individual invention and exogenous factors  is Thompson’s invention of Gonzo writing or Gonzo 
journalism, the purposefully subjective writing in which the author becomes a willing participant 
in the story at hand and in fact makes the hunt for the story — the process by which the story 
comes into being — a primary issue in the story.              
    
0.4  The Economic Context of the Study:  The History of the Market for 
Periodicals and the Invisible Hand of the Market of Periodicals (1870-
1970)
From the perspective of publishing as an economic institution and literary output as the product 
to be sold, the market has always been a consideration to publishers and those writers who 
wish to earn a living through their writing. This traditional relationship between writers and the 
market is key to understanding Thompson’s creative and career choices; given that Thompson 
consciously chose to focus on journalism as an expressive format relatively early in his career, 
it is necessary to look at events prior to and taking place at the time he entered the market, in 
order to comprehend what made Thompson follow the path he did. 24
For the purposes of this particular study, the relationship given the greatest degree of 
scrutiny is that between writers of short fiction and journalism, on the one hand, and the 
publishers of wide circulation/general interest periodicals, on the other. First, it can be noted 
that the publication of short fiction and serialized longer fiction served for a significant period 
in the Anglo-American publishing realm as a mainstay, thus prompting generations of writers to 
orientate their careers towards this particular market segment. Second, the profound changes 
that took place in the print media in the 1960s and 1970s are most clearly evident in this 
particular market, as are the forces that brought these changes about. Finally, the author in 
question was particularly focused on achieving success in the realm of short and long-form 
fiction, but found himself resorting to channeling his creative energies into journalism; as such, 
Thompson is exemplary of the generation of writers seeking to accommodate to the shifts 
taking place, even if his particular tactic of accommodation was distinctive from that of his 
literary compatriots.  
24 An illuminating survey of the American publishing landscape in the mid-1950s, the period in which Thompson took his 
first steps as a professional writer, can be found in Malcolm Cowley, The Literary Situation (New York: Viking Press, 1958). 
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0.4.1 The Nineteenth Century Magazine: The Advent of the Modern 
Periodical  
     
In the 1870s and 1880s, the magazine and newspaper fiction writer came of age.25 This is not 
surprising in the context of developments taking place throughout the United States, which had 
been subjected to the shift in professional sensibilities brought on by the industrial revolution 
and the concomitant backlash to the excesses of rapid industrialization.26 In essence, both 
the Populist movements of the 1870s and 1880s and the Progressive movements of the late-
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were fueled to a significant degree by indignation 
with and anxiety concerning the rapid agglomeration of wealth triggered by the growth of the 
American industrial juggernaut. It is noteworthy that the former was centered primarily around 
the ever-dwindling population of small independent farmers, while the latter was more strongly 
oriented to the professional classes of the United States.27 As such, Progressivism became a 
breeding ground for writers who would later be labeled investigative journalists and other 
writers with a didactic bent intent on educating America on the excesses and moral quandaries 
of the industrial era, even as the Populist movement had proved to be a cradle for writers of 
Utopian fiction and hagiographic tracts extolling the virtues of the agrarian life.28 In this light, 
the rise of the professional journalist in America can be seen as a logical extension of the rise of 
those movements attempting to provide a political and intellectual counterweight to a perceived 
advent of plutocracy and an extensive, and pervasive, mechanization of American society.
In pre-industrial America, however, the press had in general literally been just that, a 
single press manned by a printer annex editor: newspapers and periodicals were often small 
operations, with one man serving in the multiple roles of content provider (writer and editor) and 
production facilitator (printer and distributor).29 Many magazines relied on amateur contributors 
or on newspaper and book reprints.30 
With the advent of the industrial revolution, newspapers and magazines, aided by the 
availability of mechanical speed presses and conveniently located markets in burgeoning urban 
centers, and funded by corporations in need of venues to announce their wares to ever-larger 
audiences, became larger more complex enterprises with increased internal specialization of 
25 Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines: Volume III, 1865-1885 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1938) specifically, the mania of magazine starting, 5-6, for the literary evolution of magazines in the 
period of 1865-1885, 223-271, for the recognition of magazine writing as a profession, 17, and for politics in magazines, 
275-304, in particular 280-283 on political movements in as discussed in magazine writing. 
26 See Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform (New York: Random House, 1955), 3-22.
27 Ibid., 94-174. 
28 Ibid., 60-93.
29 Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines: Volume I, 1714-1850 (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1939), 13-38. Illustrative of the small-scale nature of the newspaper and magazine business at the time 
are the circulation statistics for some of the more prominent publications: in 1775, the Pennsylvania Magazine had approx. 
1500 subscribers; on the eve of the nineteenth century, the Philadelphia Monthly Magazine reached 900; and in the 1790s, 
the venerable American Museum, which started with just twenty subscribers, achieved 1250. See also Mott, Volume I, 14. 
30 Ibid., 14. 
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tasks.31 In a very real sense, the industrialization of America changed the face of journalism 
both in practice and content. There was now a more formalized role reserved for the writer as 
a specialist, with a cohort of writers being recruited to fill these specialized positions who had 
a greater interest in style, structure, and methodology. The industrial production of newspapers 
and magazines had created a space for writers as specialist professionals, as opposed to writers 
as an adjunct of the printing/publishing process itself, and had thus also created a space for 
more formalized, specialized writing, though initially a form of writing that might be viewed 
as a steppingstone to other more status-laden genres, a process that Bourdieu defines as the 
quest for an increase in symbolic capital. Symbolic capital, as summarized by Randal Johnson, 
is “the degree of accumulated prestige, celebrity, consecration, or honour and is founded on 
a dialectic of knowledge (connaissance) and recognition (reconnaissance).”32 It should be kept 
in mind that this is distinct from what Bourdieu terms cultural capital, which involves cultural 
knowledge, competences, and dispositions. The latter concept is explored in depth in Bourdieu’s 
Distinction.33  It is illustrative to dissect this process using the informed insight of Bourdieu with 
respect to the social dynamics of art in combination with the social-historical perspective of 
Richard Hofstadter, one of the more astute scholars of the 1890-1920 period. By doing so, it is 
made clear that tangible financial rewards as well as intangible status payoffs — what Bourdieu 
would term economic capital versus symbolic capital — played a role in the advent of journalism 
as a profession, the concretization of short fiction as a means rather than an end in artistic 
careers, and the subsequent development of the non-fiction story or feature article as a logical 
resultant hybrid. 
Short fiction proved an expedient format for developing as a writer in the period running 
from 1870 to the early 1960s in that it provided an opportunity for learning and experimentation, 
it provided a steady income to successful practitioners, and finally, due to its publication outlet 
— mass market periodicals — it was an efficient means of building name recognition with a 
prospective audience for longer works. After all, a short story requires far less of an investment 
in labor than a novel or novella, so if any given endeavor fails to reach fruition or publication, 
not much is lost in investment terms on the part of the writer. Likewise, short stories are 
generally paid for upon publication with the circulation of the publication contributing to the 
size of remuneration, where earnings for novels published as books, as opposed to serialized 
novels, are dependent on subsequent sales. Finally, the status of novels was gauged as being 
higher than that of short fiction, and novels as books were considered of greater import than 
serializations, so the step up to novels was a logical move, but one that came with considerably 
greater ease and security if the author had already created a ready-made market through short 
fiction publication in periodicals.34 Names sell books: the more well-known the name, the more 
31 Hofstadter, The Age of Reform, 186-188.
32 Randal Johnson, “Editor’s Introduction,” in The Field of Cultural Production, 7. 
33 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University 
Press, 1984).
34 Mary Louise Pratt, “The Short Story: The Long and the Short of It,” Poetics, June 1981, 10:2, 175-194.
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likely the book is to sell.  
Today, in markets in which the financially most viable forms of fiction are the novel and 
the screenplay and short fiction is primarily published in journals that provide little in terms 
of financial remuneration, it is easy to forget that in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century, the move from short to long form fiction was often more about seeking to attain a 
higher standing in the literary community than about simply boosting one’s income.35 In other 
words, the short story served as a form of apprentice and journeyman authorship, whereas 
the novel could be seen as the master form.36 Conceivably, an author could choose to focus 
solely on novel writing from the start, but the risks and foregone income generally outweighed 
the potential reward. In the current publishing climate, the financial imperative is slanted in 
the direction of the novel; ironically, the very fact that literary short fiction has been relegated 
to such a pronounced degree to low or no pay literary journals has increased its potential for 
gaining symbolic capital, but at the cost of an income that can provide a writer with financial 
independence. In other words, the short story has gained significance as a means of symbolic 
capital generation in a market where it has lost much of its previous impact as a form of revenue 
generation. This goes a good way in explaining the sustained willingness of some writers to 
continue writing short fiction in the face of reduced earnings and the ability of journals to fill 
their pages without the need to provide significant payment. As Andrew Levy points out, “The 
short story, however, does immense work. The most striking aspect of the modern workshop 
system, for instance, is the extent to which it ensures the continued health of the short story 
despite the relative lack of a direct commercial demand for the product.”37  In a sense, short 
story publication can be seen serving as a means of increasing the likelihood of getting a first or 
even subsequent novels accepted for publication. A business that is as risk-averse as publishing 
will more likely commit to a known entity than a debut novelist with no “street credibility” and 
thus no symbolic capital to put into play. Similarly, short stories can be published as collections 
that serve to provide publicity for new talent or those individuals between novels, even if, again, 
the earnings from a collection are less than that of a novel for both publisher and author. 
35 In this regard, the annually published Writer’s Digest Novel & Short Story Writer’s Market (a guide for authors) is revelatory, 
in that it lists hundreds of the most-frequent publishers of short fiction among periodicals. For this current study, the 2008 
edition was used as a benchmark edition in surveying the market for short fiction in terms of remuneration. 
36 As Alan Rinzler, a prominent former publisher and industry insider, puts it: “Many writers use short stories as a technique 
to try out ideas, new narrative styles, and potential rehearsals for a novel. F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote a wonderful short story 
called “Absolution,” published in American Mercury in 1924, widely understood to be a portrait of young Jay Gatsby, 
prior to growing up and transforming himself into the protagonist of the classic The Great Gatsby, published in 1925. Alan 
Rinzler, “Why Book Publishers Love Short Stories.” The Book Deal Retrieved from www.alanrinzler.com on May 4, 2015. 
Such sites as www.litreactor.com and the main website of the Science Fiction Writers of America, www.sfwa.org make it 
clear that the apprenticeship view of short story writing is still very much present in the American writing community. See 
also Jon Franklin, Writing for Story (New York: New American Library, 1986), where he discusses this at length.
37 Andrew Levy, The Culture and Commerce of the American Short Story (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 
1995), 3. Further in the same section, Levy puts forward that though there may not always be a significant demand for 
the short story itself, there is a consistent great deal of demand for the alternative economy that the short story creates, 
providing further credence to the idea of the short story as a significant source of symbolic capital for both writers and 
readers. 
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As industrialization in the nineteenth century made the production and dissemination of 
both books and periodicals easier and cheaper, the result was a burgeoning market for both of 
these products; as a corollary, the demand for contributors to periodicals and for new long-form 
talent grew, with periodicals providing a fertile breeding ground for the latter.38  
The need for a cohort of professional journalists was triggered to no small degree by 
the resistance developing towards the excesses of this comprehensive industrialization, even 
as the journalist’s consciousness of his position as a professional was being shaped by those 
developments in the economy that were de-emphasizing the role of such individual enterprising 
professionals as the local practice physician, the town lawyer, and the country editor/publisher. 
The same forces in society and the economy that were channeling the careers of fiction 
writers through publication in periodicals to the publication of novels were likewise forging 
the professionalization of journalism in America, with a concomitant boost in their status, and 
therefore in their ability to generate and accrue symbolic capital. As such, industrialization was 
fostering and legitimizing its own critics, even as it provided them with the means to likewise 
make the leap from periodicals to books. Thus, the industrialization and urbanization of the 
U.S. were exerting various, and sometimes paradoxical, pressures on writers by providing a scale 
and scope of publication that was hitherto nonexistent, while at the same time prompting a 
need for a specific type of journalist and writer — investigative, expository, and didactic — as  a 
counterweight to industrialization and conglomeration itself. Similarly, while industrial concerns 
required mass communication on a comprehensive scale to provide a nascent public with 
information on new products and services being developed and marketed, the means by which 
this was to take place, periodicals and newspapers, were becoming steadily more expensive to 
produce as journalists and other print media workers became increasingly specialized.39
 Owing to the increasing expense, the influence of advertising on the realm of the journalist 
and periodical writer should not be underestimated. In a sense, newspapers and periodicals 
are mediated merchandise in that the real consumers are not just the readers who read the 
news texts, but the advertisers who buy space. As van Zuilen explains in The Life Cycles of 
Magazines, periodicals have two relevant markets in that they have a dual source of income. 
Individual issues are sold to subscribers and newsstand purchasers, and in turn advertising 
space in the periodical or paper itself is sold to advertisers on the basis of circulation or the 
perceived readership.40 As few periodicals and papers can actually be produced in their current 
38 Frank L. Mott, A History of American Magazines: Volume III, 1865-1885 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1938). 
As Mott points out, there was a “mania of magazine starting” in the years following the Civil War, a peak period of 
industrialization in the United States. While there were just 700 periodicals in 1865, there were 3300 by 1885, 5.  In the 
same period, an estimated 8000 periodicals were founded in the U.S. with an average lifespan of some four years, 5. Mott 
goes on to point out the seller’s market for fiction in the same period, 225.
39 See, for a more detailed explanation of this particular mediated market, A.J. van Zuilen, The Life Cycle of Magazines: 
A Historical Study of the General Interest Mass Audience Magazine in the United States during the Period 1946-1972 
(Uithoorn: Graduate Press, 1977).
40 See, for a more detailed explanation of this particular mediated market, A.J. van Zuilen, The Life Cycle of Magazines: 
A Historical Study of the General Interest Mass Audience Magazine in the United States during the Period 1946-1972 
(Uithoorn: Graduate Press, 1977).
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form and sold at an economically feasible price at a profit without substantial support from 
advertising income, it can safely be argued that advertising has historically subsidized and is 
currently still subsidizing the print journalist caste. Similarly, the increased need for enterprises in 
the U.S. to draw the attention of ever-wider circles of consumers to their wares contributed to 
and shaped the development of wide-circulation periodicals and newspapers.41 This increased 
emphasis on the monetary and commercial aspect of the periodical business, in turn, prompted 
the development of a more business-like and professional identity among those involved in 
producing such publications, in particular writers and editors.42
0.4.2  The Periodical in the Early Twentieth Century: The Professionalization 
of the Journalist and the Rise of the Muckraker Novelist
By the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth century, the position of journalist was as 
established a profession as lawyer and physician, though initially it was still considered of a 
considerably lower status than the examples mentioned.43 The awareness of professional status 
and responsibility that was pushing education, medicine, and law as vocations into increasingly 
formalized professional parameters of training and licensing did not leave the newspaperman’s 
profession untouched and for exactly the same reasons.44 As Hofstadter argues, the forces in 
the American economy at that time that were leading to greater conglomerations of wealth 
than had ever been seen in the nation’s history were also marginalizing the  professional 
classes that had held moral authority and social stature prior to the industrial revolution.45 As 
such, journalists, like physicians, teachers, clergymen, and academics were forced to stake out 
new territory if they were to reclaim, in an urbanized, industrialized, and, to a much greater 
degree, centralized America, the position previously held by their small-town editor-printer 
41 See Mott, A History of American Magazines: Volume III, 1865-1885, 10-12 for a discussion of the advent of newspaper 
advertising as an industry and its relation to the stimulation of circulation through the link between circulation numbers 
and fees paid for advertising space. 
42 Ibid., 13-17 for a discussion of the remuneration of journalists in the 1880s and the issue of faulty copyright laws. Note 
that Mott cites one commentator who observes that journalists receive two rewards, “first, the signal honor of appearing in 
its pages; and second, an honorarium in money, the exiguity of the former being proportioned to the altitude of the latter” 
(17), providing a 19th century expression of the practicalities of Bourdieu’s differentiation of economic and symbolic capital 
; see 17 for the rise of the magazinist as a professional. See 19 for the decline in journalistic anonymity; and see 20-24 for 
a discussion of editorial supervision. 
43 Lawyers, in particular, held conspicuously high social and economic positions. In a nation of laws, the practice of the 
law is generally a means of gaining access to influence and political power: See Hofstadter, The Age of Reform, 156-164.
44 Robert H. Wiebe, The Search for Order 1877-1920 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1967), 120. 
45 The Age of Reform remains a superior work on the Progressive Era in that it synthesizes a number of different aspects 
of the progressive movement into a single historical thesis: Progressivism is seen as a product of the displacement of 
the most vocal contingent of the American gentry caused by the manifestations of the industrial revolution, to wit, vast 
concentrations of wealth, the urbanization of the United States, and the vast influx of cheap immigrant labor. Hofstadter 
succinctly maps out these developments and also provides a comparison with the preceding Populist movement which 
makes clear that economic shifts can lead to profound, but predictable, political and cultural fallout.     
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predecessors.46 
At the same time, readers were likewise struggling with the increasing complexity of the 
society in which they lived as well as the seemingly increased iniquities appearing as a result of 
the greater concentration of wealth in American society.47 Whereas newspapers in a previous 
era needed only to provide news bulletins and separate editorial commentary, now they were 
being required to delve into the intricacies of the American political and industrial machine in 
order to satisfy their audiences. Here again, Bourdieu and Hofstadter meet. The birth of the 
muckraker, the investigative journalist who sought out the news not in single events but in 
the ongoing behavior of the industrial conglomerates and the political elite, as well as in the 
developments in the wards of the poor and disenfranchised, provided the newspapers with a 
breed of reporter capable of dealing with the shift in the role of the newspaper in society. At 
the same time, audiences craved this information not just for its utility in a democratic society: 
the more insight an individual has into the workings of society, the more likely that individual is 
to be perceived as being worthy of admiration and emulation. While democracy may demand 
knowledge on the part of its citizens to correct iniquities, the promise of increased social status 
and symbolic capital on the part of readers made it desirable to seek out this knowledge. 
Muckraking periodicals, newspapers, and novels provided a useful conduit for such information, 
in addition to packaging it in an entertaining, and thus attractive, form. 
What complicates analysis of this process is that as journalism became a more self-aware 
profession, the nature of the business changed to such a degree that any comparison between 
a big-city newspaper reporter in the 1890s and a small-town editor-printer in the 1790s would 
be meaningless. In this case, however, what needs to be remembered is that what is being 
discussed is not the concrete reality of the differences between the two but the perceived 
similarity; journalists in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century America very much wished 
to position themselves as the heirs to the authoritative editors of a previous era. The means 
by which they sought to do this was to shift their role from being mere reporters of events to 
that of investigators of processes and interpreters of the environment.48 Again, the primary 
motivator here was not necessarily a financial benefit; the symbolic capital gained by being seen 
as an authority and a professional practitioner was in and of itself reason to pursue this path.  
Concomitantly, as investigative journalists left the field of item reporting to embark on 
far-reaching probes of societal ills and abuses, fiction writers exhibited a heightened interest in 
realistic depictions of life and society in their works, a not surprising development as many of 
the great realistic fiction works of the period were produced by writers who began their careers 
in journalism or who intermittently worked as journalists. 
46 Hofstadter, The Age of Reform, in particular “Part IV: The Status Revolution and Progressive Leaders” and “Part V: The 
Progressive Impulse.” The development sketched here is paradoxical to some degree in that as formalized professionalism 
(schooling and licensing) increased, thus raising the status of the profession as a whole, the position of individual 
practitioners was decreasing relative to that of industrialists and businessmen.    
47 See Wiebe, The Search for Order, 133-163, on the increased complexity of American society and the shift in individual 
attitudes and perceptions.  
48 Ibid., 198-199.
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Throughout the 90-year period leading up to the 1960s, journalism as a form of expression 
was subordinate to fiction writing, as can be seen in the careers and choices of many of the 
prominent writers of the time. Perhaps the most prominent early exemplar of a fiction writer 
breaking into the national market from journalism is Mark Twain. His debut in fiction, “The 
Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County,” published in the Saturday Press in 1865, 
followed three years of work as a reporter in Nevada and California. In the 1870-1910 period, 
this was particularly exemplified by the careers of a number of authors now ranked among 
the group known as the Realists. Theodore Dreiser, Frank Norris, William Dean Howells, and 
Stephen Crane were all journalists who chose to address the ills of society they had encountered 
as journalists through fiction rather than the more limiting format of traditional journalism. 
Their influx into the domain of fiction out of that of (muckraking) journalism led to a distinctly 
bold period of American fiction writing. 
Theodore Dreiser (1871- 1945), one such journalist turned fiction writer, published Sister 
Carrie in 1900, The Financier in 1912, and later still An American Tragedy (1925). Sister Carrie 
is his most enduring work, in that it fuses defined individual characters to social and economic 
forces which are endowed in the novel with nearly cosmic attributes. As Marcus Cunliffe states, 
what makes Sister Carrie both noteworthy and emblematic of the times is that it portrays 
‘character [as] negligible, moral competence irrelevant, culture a gloss on success; what is 
central are the spiraling social ascents and descents of human existence.’49 
As a journalist, Dreiser was given the latitude, borne of new demands and sensibilities in 
society that had led to new demands in the market, to develop the themes and perspectives 
in his writing that later led him to become a premier novelist. The novel would be a naturally 
attractive format to Dreiser because it provided the widest creative latitude possible; Dreiser 
was not limited by issues of space, format, editorial prejudice, or even literal fact in his fiction. 
The path from reporting, through investigative/muckraking journalism, to long-form fiction is 
a progression towards not just greater length but also greater depth of issue, greater freedom 
to create, and greater latitude in expression. In modern industrial and post-industrial societies, 
a premium is placed on individual autonomy, intellectual prowess, and (artistic) creativity: in an 
age in which much of life is routinized and standardized, it stands to reason that autonomy and 
creativity would become prized commodities. Equally, the perception that an individual not only 
possesses these qualities but is able to apply them in a professional context would necessarily 
lead to an increase of symbolic capital. As Bourdieu points out in The Rules of Art, the perceived 
gain thus achieved can even lead (novice) writers and artists to forgo financial gain in order to 
achieve autonomy, retain creative latitude, and be perceived as possessing intellectual integrity 
and insight.50 In fact, as Bourdieu points out, the very lack of financial success is often taken as 
49 Marcus Cunliffe, American Literature since 1900, Penguin History of Literature (London: Penguin Books, 1975), 17. 
50 Pierre Bourdieu, Translated by Susan Emanuel. The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1992), 141-142 on the two economic logics of commerce in literature; 143-144 on journalists 
and writers and the canon.
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prima facie evidence of expressive autonomy and intellectual integrity.51 
In this respect, the presence of subtexts within texts can be seen as markers of symbolic 
value; a report has less symbolic value because it has no meaning beyond the literal portrayal 
being presented. An investigative report or feature has an increased symbolic value because it 
contains an underlying message that can be applied to a larger subset of events than that which 
is being described, while a novel has the highest symbolic value because it can be the mirror of 
an entire philosophy, societal development, or both. In short, the more analytical skill needed 
to execute or understand a text, the greater the symbolic capital it endows both creator and 
consumer, and the more knowledge that is required to compose or appreciate a text, the higher 
the perceived status will be of both the writer and the reader.52   
Dreiser was, however, by no means exceptional in the route he pursued to fiction writing. 
Many of the authors of the period worked as journalists before becoming writers. In an age in 
which developments in society were moving at a rapid pace, there was need for interpreters 
of the developments at hand on the part of newspaper audiences; similarly, in an increasingly 
urbanized and conglomerated society there was a desire for control of the industrial and 
political forces that had reached a size and scope that appeared to be out of the grasp of 
any one agency, let alone the individual citizen.53 Thus, the progressive journalist was born 
in an age when adaptation was required in order to preserve the status and position of the 
newspaperman, but also an age that demanded this role be filled in order to meet the needs 
of the society at large. Newspapers had changed in the industrial revolution from local bulletins 
to regional and even national forces.54 Their content, as well as their organization, was thus 
shifting from a local to a regional and national focus, with a greater emphasis on investigation, 
explanation, and even political activism.55 But if, as Hofstadter states, newspapers now sought 
to “create a mental world for the uprooted farmers and villagers who were coming to live in 
the city,” they were also creating a market for increasingly varied forms of narrative. The more 
prominent newspapers became in the market of cultural products, and the more they packaged 
news in the form of the drama of the investigative scoop or the serialized expose, the more 
willing audiences became to consume other forms of printed narration. 
51 Ibid., 148: “immediate success has something suspect about it, as if it reduced the symbolic offering of a priceless work 
to the mere ‘give and take’ of a commercial exchange.”
52 Pierre Bourdieu, Translated by Richard Nice. “The Aristocracy of Culture,” in Distinction: A Social Critique of the 
Judgement of Taste (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1984), 11-96. 
53 Wiebe, The Search for Order, 11-43.
54 See Mott, A History of American Magazines: Volume III, 6-9 on growing circulation, 17-18 on the growing need for 
specialist writers. See further Mott, A History of American Magazines: Volume IV (1885-1905) (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 1957), 2 on the role of magazines as interpreters; 22-24 on the growth of national advertising 
in the 1880s and 1890s; 41-42 on the shift from magazine publishing to book publishing by authors and the role of 
magazines in marketing these books.  
55 Ibid., 275-304 on the coverage of politics and economics in magazines; for specifics on periodicals linked to political 
movements, see 298-302. See also Mott, A History of American Magazines: Volume IV, 12-14 for an appraisal of American 
magazines as sources of information and explanation in the 1885-1905 period. As Emma Helen Blair states, periodical 
literature is “exercising an almost incalculable influence upon the moral and intellectual development of individuals, upon 
home life, and upon public opinion” (14). 
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As newspapers and magazines grew in prominence, the roles established in the late 
nineteenth century solidified. Journalism became a career venue for increasing numbers of 
college graduates, and periodicals, in particular, became venues for both established authors 
and novice writers to publish short fiction and serialized longer fiction. In the twentieth century, 
this would lead to even further separation between journalism and fiction in periodicals, and 
thus the early years of the new century saw the advent of the truly specialized short fiction 
writer, an individual whose career would start immediately in fiction, without a necessary tenure 
in journalism or at best a very truncated one.   
0.4.3   Short Fiction Stars of the Glossy Stage: Hemingway and Fitzgerald 
and the Short Fiction of the Mass Market Periodicals 
The period between 1920 and the mid-1950s can be considered to be a halcyon era of 
magazine publication. It was this period that witnessed the rise to prominence in the market of 
the “slick” family magazines, aimed at general interest audiences.56 Between 1900 and 1950, 
the aggregate per-issue circulation of all magazines in the United States grew from sixty-five 
million copies to well over 380 million copies.57 As Theodore Peterson argues, the early decades 
of the twentieth century saw the birth of the truly modern magazine, and this development 
could be seen in the light of the shift in American society from an agrarian society to an 
industrial society.58 In line with the thesis argued in this present work, Peterson goes on to state 
that the maturity magazines reached in the later period of industrialization and urbanization 
in the United States, which encompasses the early decades of the twentieth century, can be 
attributed to an increase in general education, an increase in leisure time, and a redistribution 
of income.59 In this light, it is not surprising that the focus of these mature general interest 
magazines would be less on the revelatory, investigative journalism of the earlier period of the 
industrial revolution, but would be more strongly focused on consumption (a greater volume 
of advertising) and on entertainment and leisure time (short fiction). Thus, the first half of the 
twentieth century shared with the preceding period the feature of growth of the magazine 
industry as a whole, but did witness a shift to more expensive formats (in part affordable due 
to greater volume in advertising and in part due to consumers having more disposable income 
to spend on such products) and a concomitant shift in the content to a greater emphasis on 
entertainment over education. Likewise, it should be pointed out that magazines with what 
Peterson terms “mammoth circulations” only became possible after the First World War in part 
56 Mark Whalen, “The Short Story,” in David Seed, ed., A Companion to Twentieth-Century United States Fiction. (Chichester, 
West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010). Whalen points specifically to such publications as the Saturday Evening Post, Collier’s, 
and This Week, arguing for their sustained prominence through the first half of the twentieth century by citing the statistic 
that in the mid-1950s, the combined circulation of these three publications surpassed the fifty million mark ,72. 
57 Theodore Peterson, Magazines in the Twentieth Century (Urbana: The University of Illinois Press, 1956). 
58 Ibid., viii. 
59 Ibid.. viii - ix.
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due to improvements in logistics and other technological advances.60 
In other words, there were in the early decades of the twentieth century large nascent 
audiences of readers with increased disposable incomes and changing sensibilities with respect 
to fiction which could now be tapped into by equally large general interest magazines working 
in an environment where increasingly circulation numbers determined the survival of any given 
periodical; it is only logical that the invisible hand of the market would push the fees being paid 
to contributors of short fiction ever higher.61 Indeed, the amounts magazines were willing to 
pay writers were high enough to ensure that some professionals opted to write short fiction 
as a mainstay of their career, often forgoing the path to journalism that had previously been 
undertaken.62  With this in mind, it is not surprising that this golden age of the general interest 
wide-circulation periodical is often considered one of the peak periods of short story writing in 
America.    
By the 1950s, there was a considerable phalanx of periodicals, many termed glossies 
because of the sheen of the high-quality paper used in their production, to which writers 
could offer stories and count on receiving considerable remuneration.63 As Vonnegut states in 
the introduction to Bagombo Snuff Box, a collection of his early short fiction, it was possible 
to live quite comfortably on the proceeds from the sales of short fiction to large-circulation 
magazines.64 As he points out, he was making enough money in the 1950s selling short fiction 
to be confident enough to quit his job at General Electric.65 In terms of actual income, it was 
not uncommon for writers to receive 1500 dollars for a single short story, at a time when, for 
example, the annual salary for starting teachers at urban parochial schools was around 3000 
dollars:66 
 
 This booming market for magazine fiction was not restricted to the literary fictional market; 
the 1950s was a golden age for science fiction writers, and other genre writers, as well.67 
60 Ibid., ix. 
61 Ibid., 18-39.
62 Ibid., 124-130, for the shift in pay in the twentieth century; See Mark Whalen, “The Short Story,” 73, for a discussion of 
fees and the relative careers of Sherwood Anderson, F. Scott Fitzgerald, O. Henry, and William Faulkner.  
63 Again, see Cowley, The Literary Situation for the social and economic position of writers and their relationship to the 
marketplace in mid-century.  See also van Zuilen, The Life Cycle of Magazines for the demise of the glossies. See also Mott, 
Volume V for a survey of prominent magazines of the 1905-1930 period.
64 “There was a crazy seller’s market for short stories in the 1950s. There were four weekly magazines that published three 
or more of the things in every issue. Six monthlies did the same,” in Kurt Vonnegut, “Introduction,” in Bagombo Snuff Box 
(London: Vintage, 2000). 
65 Vonnegut, Bagombo Snuff Box, 6-7. Nonetheless, it should be pointed out that the number of individuals who made the 
bulk of their living from short fiction was never large; writers like Fitzgerald, Henry, and Vonnegut were members of an elite 
in this respect: see Theodore Peterson, Magazines in the Twentieth Century, 125.
66 This was the approximate salary paid by the Archdiocese of Chicago School System in the late 1950s and early 1960s for 
a ten-month school year. Substitute teachers received 15 dollars a day. As stated by M. A. Sanders, Ph.D., who worked for 
the Archdiocese in that period, in a personal interview on June 17, 2010. 
67 The year 1950 boasted the following publications, among others; Galaxy Science Fiction, The Magazine of Fantasy and 
Science Fiction, Science-Fantasy, Fantastic Adventures, Thrilling Wonder Stories, Other Worlds, and Astounding Science 
Fiction. As stated in Isaac Asimov and Martin H. Greenberg, eds., “1950 Introduction,” in  Isaac Asimov Presents The Great 
SF Stories 12 (1950) (New York: Daw Books, 1984).   
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As Peter Reed states in his foreword to Bagombo Snuff Box: “The late forties and early 
fifties were still a largely television-free era, with a steady demand for entertaining reading 
material.” 
It was in the 1920s and 1930s, as the American periodical industry matured and stabilized, that 
short story writing came to be seen as a stepping-stone to success in the literary fiction market: 
novelists perfected their art and created audiences for their prose by first writing short fiction 
which could be sold to the various periodicals then in the market.68 While journalism continued 
to advance as a profession and good newspapers abounded, in terms of symbolic capital, the 
magazines were a preferred choice.69 Here, in publishing short fiction, writers could to a far 
greater degree make a name for themselves (what Bourdieu refers to as “faire date”) and create 
a space for themselves in the market of cultural products as producers of something essentially 
different from what others are undertaking to a greater degree than was possible in journalism, 
in particular as journalism became increasingly reliant on the neutral and objective perspective 
of news coverage and the detached voice of reason for commentary.70 John Hersey, an author 
who came to prominence as a writer of both fiction and non-fiction in the 1940s, explains the 
difference as being between that of the distant and the immediate, with journalism being of the 
former and fiction of the latter. As Phyllis Frus explains, in Hersey’s perspective, “the attraction 
of fictional form was its immediacy, the fact that the reader of fiction is conscious of the writer 
‘behind the work,’” whereas “in journalism you are conscious of the writer in the work.”71 
Thus, in assuming the fictional stance, writers could lay claim to greater difference and a sharper 
profile and, as a result, an increase in symbolic capital. Given that this choice now had little or 
no financial consequence, the choice for certain authors was easily made. 
In the 1920s and 1930s, such luminaries as Ernest Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald 
contributed short fiction to the glossies while building substantial careers as novelists.72 
Hemingway is exemplary of the writer who sought out short form apprenticeships before 
undertaking the longer form of the novel and the play:73 in addition to working as a 
newspaperman, Hemingway also produced numerous short stories before debuting as a 
novelist in 1926 with The Sun Also Rises.74 Throughout his lifetime, the shorter forms remained 
68 There were notable exceptions who chose never to move on to the larger format of the novel, such as O. Henry (William 
Sydney Porter, 1862-1910). In the first decade of the twentieth century, he contributed hundreds of stories to a variety of 
periodicals, a number of which were collected in such anthologies as Cabbages and Kings and The Four Million.   
69 Kathleen Morgan Drowne and Patrick Huber, The 1920s (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 2004), 189.   
70 Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production, 106. 
71 Phyllis Frus, The Politics and Poetics of Narrative Journalism: The Timely and the Timeless (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press), 115.
72 Conspicuous among these publications were Esquire (Hemingway), The Saturday Evening Post (Fitzgerald), and Collier’s 
(Faulkner). It has been opined on occasion that Hemingway was perhaps more deserving of laurels for his short fiction than 
for his novels.
73 It should be noted, however, that he wrote just one full-length play, The Fifth Column, which was published in the 
collection The Fifth Column and the First Forty-Nine Stories (1938)
74 His first collection of short stories, In Our Time, appeared in 1925; a second collection, Men Without Women followed 
in 1927.  
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a powerful part of Hemingway’s repertoire, culminating in The Old Man and the Sea (1952; 
1953 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction), a long short story or short novella which was originally published 
in Life magazine.75 
F. Scott Fitzgerald produced some 175 stories in the two-and-a-half decades of his 
productive literary career. Ironically, while he has earned a place in the literary canon primarily 
on the strength of his novels, The Great Gatsby (1925), in particular, it was his short stories 
which were in demand in his lifetime. Whereas Hemingway gained a literary education from 
and built a literary reputation within the short form, Fitzgerald, a Princeton dropout and former 
Army officer, started in the long form with This Side of Paradise (1920), and used the short 
form to finance a further career in novel writing; while This Side of Paradise was a bestseller, 
his more ambitious works like Gatsby and Tender is the Night (1934) met with considerably less 
success. In essence, Fitzgerald financed his career as a novelist by selling shorter work to such 
publications as The Saturday Evening Post, publishing collections of his shorter work in such 
publications as Tales of the Jazz Age (1922) and All the Sad Young Men (1926). Given that 
Fitzgerald ostensibly wrote his first novel in order to earn enough money to persuade his future 
wife Zelda Sayre to marry him, it is not surprising that he was willing to ‘hire out’ as a short story 
writer and screenwriter, to cover the costs of his later lavish lifestyle. More importantly, however, 
it illustrates the degree to which a writer could conceivably compartmentalize his activities; 
Fitzgerald obviously knew what would sell, but chose to explore less popular themes in his more 
ambitious longer works. Yet, the traces of the working writer are present in that of the artist; 
Gatsby is such a powerful novel in part because of its compactness, a compactness achieved by 
years of work in the short form. 
The two authors discussed above are, however, not just significant because of their obvious 
literary accomplishment and the manner in which they achieved prominence, but primarily in 
the context of this study in that they served as models for a young Thompson as he grew up 
in the Louisville of the early and mid-1950s and began to mature as a writer in the late 1950s. 
Neither chose, or could choose, based on their lack of academic credentials, the academic route, 
all honed their craft by writing short fiction, and Hemingway learned his craft as a journalist, 
whereas the other supplemented his income by doing contract writing in Hollywood.76 
Thompson was assuming a career arc that would emulate that of his models, journalism to 
short fiction to long fiction that had been extant for decades and was still prevalent in his youth. 
Moreover, these authors, particularly Hemingway, also served as models in that their lives 
were exemplary of what in common parlance is called branding or what in Bourdieusian terms 
could be described as the development of the charismatic creator.77 
75 The Old Man and the Sea was also mentioned specifically in the citation when Hemingway was awarded the 1954 Nobel 
Prize for Literature.  
76 It should be noted that the film industry in the United States has undergone a sea change of its own with respect to the 
writing end of the process. Whereas most scripts were produced by staff writers until the 1960s, the disintegration of what 
is commonly known as the studio system has led to most screenplays being produced by independent writers with no prior 
commitment to deliver (known as “writing on spec”) or by writers hired for a single project. This has led to a backlog of 
unproduced screenplays registered at the Writers Guild of America numbering over 10,000 manuscripts. 
77 Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production, 76-77. 
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Bourdieu argues that the charismatic ideology as the ultimate basis of belief in the value of 
a work of art can obscure who the true producer is of a work of art. Here, it can be seen that 
the authors, each in their own manner, used their public personas to claim absolute authorship 
of their works, thus denying any mediation by others (agents, editors, publishers). In this sense, 
both Hemingway and Fitzgerald leveraged their public image to become, in a sense, charismatic 
creators.78 In Hemingway’s case, it was that of the rugged adventurer and the knowledgeable 
guide, whereas Fitzgerald, in concert with his wife Zelda, was the avatar of the Jazz Age. How 
this affected Thompson will be dealt with in greater detail in later sections.            
0.4.4 The Rise of Television and the Demise of the Mass Market General 
Interest Periodicals 
If the 1870s can be marked as the age of ascent for the modern American periodical, and the 
subsequent period of the 1920s and 1930s as its apex, in part, the result of this development, 
then the 1960s and 1970s can be marked as the end of the era of the mass market general 
interest periodical in America. Given that it is posited here that the rise of the general periodicals 
can be seen as providing a convenient and convivial breeding ground for aspiring writers 
of fiction, it can likewise be claimed that the demise of this market would naturally have a 
significant effect on the career choices being made by aspiring authors as they sought out the 
means to perfect their craft and develop an audience. Understanding the underlying causes of 
this shift in the market for periodicals can help in understanding and explaining subsequent 
trends in writing, in particular the choices made by specific authors, such as Thompson, as they 
charted a path in the literary realm.  
In The Life Cycle of Magazines, A. J. van Zuilen traces the demise of the last four general 
interest mass audience magazines — Look, Life, Collier’s, and the Saturday Evening Post — all 
of which were well-established periodicals in the 1950s featuring fiction and all of which were 
defunct by the mid-1970s. Van Zuilen makes it clear that there is a causal link between the 
rise in popularity of television and the shift in the market of periodicals away from formats 
that accepted short fiction in favor of periodical formulas that did not.79 However, van Zuilen 
illustrates that the correlation between the growth in popularity of television as a medium 
and the disappearance of the general interest mass audience periodical is not linear. It is not 
simply a case of television supplanting general interest periodicals as a market commodity, 
but rather a complex process of revenue loss on the part of the publishers of these magazines 
due to the advertising possibilities offered by television. As van Zuilen perceptively argues, 
magazines like Look and Life relied heavily on the sale of advertising space to make a profit, as 
78 In and of itself, this is worthy of study in another context, as the Modernist movement in literature was marketed in a 
calculated and elaborate fashion in the period of the 1920s and 1930s: see Catherine Turner, Marketing the Modernists 
between the Two World Wars (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2003).
79 A.J. van Zuilen, The Life Cycle of Magazines: A Historical Study of the Decline and Fall of the General Interest Mass 
Audience Magazine in the United States during the Period 1946-1972 (Uithoorn: Graduate Press, 1977). 
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the cost of composing, printing, and shipping issues would otherwise have required that they 
demand a prohibitively high price per issue from their readership.80 In the pre-television era, the 
competitors in the advertising space market were other periodicals and the daily newspapers. 
The price of advertising was generally determined by the societal position of the publication 
and its reach. With the entry of television into this market of advertising space, the market was 
altered significantly.81 
First of all, circulation numbers were rendered meaningless, as network television could 
offer a reach that was virtually unattainable by any periodical. Additionally, television was a 
continuous and varied format; it offered an assortment of market segments and advertising 
contexts unheard of within the confines of any single periodical. As periodicals lost revenue 
from advertising, they were forced to curtail bargain-rate subscription campaigns and raise 
the price per issue of their magazines.82 At the same time, television was making inroads into 
the content market of general interest periodicals; televised episodic drama and serialized 
comedy competed with short fiction for the attention of media consumers, while televised news 
broadcasts provided an immediacy that was not being offered by Look and Life.83 
Television not only appropriated markets, but also created shifts within the market of 
magazines itself. If television can be argued to have absorbed some of the segment of the market 
previously held by general interest periodicals, it can also be said to have put additional pressure 
on these magazines by stimulating the market for specialized, topic-comprehensive publications. 
Television’s strength is its immediacy, accessibility, and universality. It is not, however, particularly 
suited to complex exposition and in-depth coverage. As increasingly educated audiences in the 
postwar United States were made aware of a wide range of issues and subjects, the need for 
more specialized background information increased. The end result was that even as the market 
for general interest magazines shrank, the market for more specialized formats (e.g., Psychology 
Today, Flying, and Money) grew tremendously, thus bleeding even more revenues away from 
any (possible) general interest periodicals. The history of such magazines as Flying proves how 
complex the influence of television is. While Flying profited by the television-induced boom in 
specialized magazines, it was likewise forced to narrow its focus; whereas at one time Flying still 
published the work of the fiction and feature writer Richard Bach, it has in recent years resorted 
to a more nuts-and-bolts approach to aviation writing. Similarly, Omni (1977-1994), arguably 
the world’s first science (fiction) glossy, owed its existence to televised science and science fiction 
programming, yet consistently published fiction throughout its existence. Its arguable successor, 
80 Ibid., 4 and Chapter 2, Economic and Business Aspects of Magazine Publishing, in particular the sections “Advertising,” 
“The Debate about the Pro and Con of Advertising,” and “Advertising Expenditures and Agency Commissions.”  
81 As van Zuilen states in The Life Cycle of Magazines, between 1947, when commercial television was introduced, and 
1976, advertisers spent approximately 330 billion dollars on televised advertisements, compared to 115 billion dollars in 
print advertisements, of which just 27 billion dollars was paid to magazines for advertising space. See van Zuilen, 4.
82 Ibid., 96-112.
83 Look was defined as less sophisticated than Life, with both publications being positioned in the market as more highbrow 
than The Saturday Evening Post. Look also placed a greater emphasis on photojournalism, though it gained in stature 
through the publication in serial form of William Manchester’s The Death of a President in 1967. See Van Zuilen, 234-237.
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Wired, does not publish fiction but does carry on Omni’s policy of publishing fine non-fiction 
features on topics in science and technology, thus divorcing science fiction from science fact. 
It should also be pointed out that some periodicals survived by adapting their formats away 
from general interest towards a greater degree of specialization: Atlantic Monthly ceased to 
publish fiction and became more clearly defined as a current affairs commentary, though it does 
publish an annual fiction issue and has more recently stated the aim of adding fiction to certain 
issues.84 Harper’s has continued to publish fiction but has faced severe financial adversity in 
recent years.85        
Jon Franklin has noted that the rise of the non-fiction story, the feature article that uses 
the techniques of fictional storytelling to provide a view into a real news story, provided writers 
with a literary outlet in a period, the 1970s, in which the market for short fiction appeared to 
be drying up.86 
 Given the shift in the market and in consumer interests described above, it is easy to 
see how this process of displacement ran its course. Even as the markets for short fiction 
provided by such publications as Collier’s and Life were shrinking, the need for comprehensive 
in-depth nonfiction was increasing with the growth in the market for specialized periodicals 
and the increase in the number of Sunday supplemental magazines being provided by various 
newspapers.87 Given the increasing predominance of television in American culture and 
television’s pervasive formula being that of the episodic narrative, it is not farfetched to assume 
a market developing in the 1950s and 1960s and coming into maturity in the 1970s that has 
been inculcated to accept its background coverage of events presented in the form of a short 
story-like, more narrative format. 
What is argued here is that trends in the market put pressure on those writers who aimed 
to live from their writing to move in a given direction: in the period running from the end of the 
Second World War to the early 1970s, the number of high market (wide-circulation) magazines 
publishing fiction that failed or ceased to publish fiction was conspicuous. Van Zuilen, in his case 
studies of Collier’s, The Saturday Evening Post, Look, and Life provides benchmark statistics in 
84 James Bennet, “A Long Story,” The Atlantic, April, 2010. As posted in http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/
archive/2010/04/a-long-story/307987/ and retrieved on May 5, 2015. 
85 Natalie Bakopoulos, “Save Harper’s Monthly,” Fiction Writers Review. As posted in http://fictionwritersreview.com/
shoptalk/save-harpers-magazine/ and retrieved on May 5, 2015.
86 Jon Franklin, Writing for Story (New York: New American Library, 1986.)  Franklin is, like Tom Wolfe, both an academic 
and a journalist. In addition to earning two first-in-category Pulitzer Prizes, for feature writing in 1979 and for explanatory 
journalism in 1985, he has served as a professor of journalism at the universities of Maryland and Oregon. Writing for Story 
is an interesting hybrid of writing textbook, market analysis, and psychoanalysis of the creative mind in that it discusses 
the evolution of feature writing, the techniques of feature writing, and the nature of the feature writer in a single volume. 
87 New York magazine, for example, started as a Sunday supplement in the New York Herald-Tribune. Actually, the 
history of Sunday supplements and Sunday newspaper magazines in the United States goes back a good deal further 
than their current semi-glossy incarnations. See Frank Luther Mott, A History of American Magazines: Volume IV, 1885-
1905 (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1957), 2-3 for the origins of the Sunday supplement in America. As Mott points out, 
“‘supplements’ contained literary miscellany that was sometimes comparable with magazine content” Volume IV, 2.     
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this respect.88 As van Zuilen points out,89 the American magazine market has always been much 
more fragmented than comparable European markets; benchmarking by way of a number of 
flagship publications provides some clarity in trends otherwise not feasible within the confines 
of a study such as this one. It can also be argued that it is the flagship publications that influence 
market perceptions on the part of career writers in the same way that the failure of several 
smaller banks would not sway investors in the same fashion as a single spectacular bank failure. 
It was at these publications that writers received sufficient recompense to be able to survive on 
the earnings of short fiction and serialization commissions.             
 
0.4.5  Writing in the Age of Television: Seeking Other Venues
As the number of televisions in American households rose, from 8,000 in 1946 to 34,000,000 
in 1956, the number of short stories being published in well-paying periodicals plummeted.90 
It is important to make the distinction at this juncture between possibilities to publish and 
remunerative opportunities to publish. There is a long-standing tradition of low-circulation 
and niche literary journals in the United States, many often starting as student-run college 
publications, and high-quality material is regularly published in these periodicals, often work 
written by established writers.91 In the 1940s and 1950s, noteworthy publications in this 
respect were Partisan Review, The Kenyon Review, and the Sewanee Review. While all of 
these publications were primarily known for their academic and critical contributions, they 
were literary breeding grounds as well: in particular Partisan Review provided a haven for the 
rising stars of the mid-century period. It included regular contributions by Saul Bellow, Delmore 
Schwartz, and Ralph Ellison, among others.92  Schwartz additionally served as an editor of the 
Partisan Review while contributing to other journals, including the Sewanee. This was obviously 
not a suitable format for Thompson given that he had no alternative source of income to 
rely on in the literary community, whereas Bellow and Schwartz taught at Princeton, with the 
former attaining a chair at the University of Chicago and the latter being named full professor 
at Syracuse University, while Ellison worked as an editor and critic before being appointed to a 
chair at New York University.
88 See Van Zuilen, 88-112.
89 Ibid., 79.
90 Ibid., 130. See Table 3.8 in van Zuilen for statistics on televisions in households in 1946-1956; see Chart 3.IX for number 
of television stations in 1946-1956. See Chapter 5, 268-325 on the demise of general interest mass circulation magazines, 
increased specialization of periodical print media, and the prospects for the future as perceived at the time (mid-1970s). 
91 In the 1970s and 1980s, Raymond Carver established a solid reputation as a short story writer with publications in 
such periodicals as Antaeus, Iowa Review, The Missouri Review, New England Review, Perspective, and Quarterly West. 
However, Carver relied on teaching positions at various colleges and grants from foundations supporting the arts to earn a 
living. All of these publications are ranked among the most prestigious literary journals in the United States. Still, they did 
not provide Carver with sufficient remuneration to be able to live solely on what he earned writing short fiction.   
92 See James Atlas, Delmore Schwartz: The Life of an American Poet (New York: Avon Books, 1977) for publishing career 
of Delmore Schwartz. See also by the same author, Bellow: A Biography (New York: Random House, 2000) for Bellow and 
the Partisan Review.  
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In part the founding and success of The Paris Review can be seen as a reaction to the 
limited opportunity to publish fiction in these journals.93 Founded in 1953, The Paris Review 
quickly became the base of operations for an entire community of American authors, including 
Terry Southern, Jack Kerouac, and William Burroughs.94 As is pointed out in Usha Wilbers, 
The Paris Review: Enterprise in the Service of Art, the publication shared a stable of authors 
with Evergreen Review, the more controversial of the little periodicals: in addition to Southern, 
Kerouac, and Burroughs, both published work by Samuel Beckett, Allen Ginsberg, and Frank 
O’Hara, as well as Boris Pasternak, Pablo Neruda, and Jorge Luis Borges. Wilbers further points 
out that The Paris Review eschewed the work of many of those authors then making a name 
for themselves on The New Yorker, a preeminent publisher of short fiction at the other end of 
the controversy spectrum: James Thurber, John Cheever, Edmund Wilson, and Mary McCarthy 
never published in the Paris Review.95 It was The New Yorker that remained through the 1960s 
and 1970s one of the highest paying publications offering short fiction, even as The Paris 
Review became what Time termed “the biggest little magazine in history.”96 Thompson shied 
away from submitting his work to The New Yorker for reasons that may have had more to do 
with a gap in his knowledge of the market than the reality of the time.
 Ignoring for a moment the possibility that my work is totally useless, I think it seems fitting 
that someone should buy it. Whenever I enquire of my present agent as to the whereabouts 
of my stories I find they have been bounced by The New Yorker, Mademoiselle, Gentlemen’s 
Quarterly, or some other worthy journal that I would not even read, much less try to write 
for. No doubt these are fine markets, but I have a feeling they are not avid for stories full 
of flogging, humping, goring, and soul-rot.97 
Given the quality of such Thompson short stories as “Big Sur: The Garden of Agony” and 
“Burial at Sea,” both of which were later published in Rogue, it could be argued that this was 
one case where Thompson misjudged the opportunities available, slender though they may 
have been; while The New Yorker may have held to a rigid stylistic standard in its non-fiction 
contributions, more license was available to fiction writers.    
Despite such holdouts as The New Yorker, the market for the short story was definitively 
shifting away from high-scale paid short fiction. While the new literary periodicals offered little 
in the way of remuneration, writers could achieve status and recognition by publishing in these 
highly-regarded venues. A contemporary of Thompson’s, Raymond Carver, established a solid 
reputation as a short story writer in the 1970s and 1980s with publications in such periodicals 
93 Usha Wilbers, The Paris Review: Enterprise in the Service of Art (PhD dissertation, Radboud University Nijmegen, 2006), 
32. 
94 Wilbers, The Paris Review, 160.
95 Ibid. 
96 Ibid., 6.
97 Letter to Sterling Lord, June 15, 1961, The Proud Highway, 263-264. The specific pieces being referred to included “Hit 
Him Again, Jack,” “Whither Thou Goest,” a piece on a fictional character named Claude Fink, and a work of non-fiction: 
“Big Sur: The Garden of Agony.” 
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as Antaeus, Iowa Review, The Missouri Review, New England Review, Perspective, and Quarterly 
West. All of these publications are ranked among the most prestigious literary journals in the 
United States. To support himself, Carver relied on teaching positions at various colleges and 
grants from foundations supporting the arts. Similarly, Thomas Pynchon worked as a technical 
writer for Lockheed before gaining enough of a reputation on the basis of a slim but spectacular 
series of short works to make possible his entrée into the realm of the novel with V.98 
In fact, the vast majority of literary journals have generally paid little to nothing for the 
stories they publish, thus making it impossible to build a career on small magazine and literary 
review publications. As Malcolm Cowley points out, it was becoming an established pattern by 
the late 1950s for budding authors to be
 …university men and women. They start by taking advanced courses in writing fiction, 
then they apply the lessons in their own books, under critical supervision, and meanwhile 
support themselves by working as parttime instructors, preferably in fiction courses. If the 
books are published, they can expect to be named assistant professors, with academic 
tenure. There has never been a time when so many practicing writers were attached to the 
staffs of American universities.99 
As Louis Menand points out, Carver’s case is far from exceptional in the literary landscape of the 
late twentieth century in the U.S.:
 The identification of certain writers with university creative-writing programs is, therefore a 
postwar phenomenon. The list is long: John Hawkes (Brown), Guy Davenport (Kentucky), 
Robert Coover (Brown), Reynolds Price (Duke), Wallace Stegner (Stanford), Leslie Epstein 
(Boston University), William Kennedy (SUNY, Albany), Robert Olen Butler (Florida State 
University).100
Currently, the alliance between practicing writers and academe is solid and profound; 
in 1975, there were fifteen creative-writing M.F.A. programs in the United States. There are 
currently a hundred and fifty-three.101 The wisdom of encouraging such a development has 
been questioned by a number of critics, including Gore Vidal and Mark McGurl; the former 
has derided the academic/writers for their production of U-books, tomes that are written not 
to engage general audiences but to appeal to other academics and the latter has posited that 
creative writing departments have a corrosive effect on the art of writing, pushing it in the 
98 With the exception of “Mercy and Mortality in Vienna,” all of these stories were collected in Slow Learner (Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1984). The stories were originally published as “The Small Rain” in The Cornell Writer, March 1959; “Low-lands” in 
New World Writing, March 1960; “Entropy” in The Kenyon Review, Spring 1960, “Under the Rose” in The Noble Savage 
3, May 1961; and “The Secret Integration” in The Saturday Evening Post, December 1964.
99 Cowley, The Literary Situation, 50.
100 Louis Menand, “Should Creative Writing Be Taught?” The New Yorker, June 8, 2009, as retrieved from the The New 
Yorker Online Archive at www.newyorker.com on March 25, 2010.   
101 Ibid.
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direction of a formalized and formulaic art form.102   
As the focus of this thesis is an author who was committed to living solely or primarily 
from his writing, it is necessary to understand the arc of development of those publications 
which offered fees that would prompt writers to specialize in the production of material for 
these periodicals. Thompson had neither the means (he never graduated from college let alone 
a graduate MFA program) nor the inclination to join an academic faculty to secure an income 
and work space as he developed as a writer and crafted an oeuvre of writing. He was as such 
dependent on the market of publishers and periodicals to provide his income. He undertook this 
endeavor at a time when profound changes were again shaping the magazine and newspaper 
industry specifically, as well as the publishing world at large.    
 
0.5 The Subject in the Literary Context: Thompson and the Advent of 
New Journalism in America
As van Zuilen explains in The Life Cycle of Magazines, there were a number of factors in addition 
to the television boom that led to the demise of the mass market general interest periodicals, 
a development which led to the emergence of the non-fiction or feature story as a staple 
in American newspapers and feature magazines and paved the way for the creation of New 
Journalism and Thompson’s particular contribution.103
As many of the tactics in Thompson’s writing are commonly attributed to the school of 
journalistic writing that Tom Wolfe termed New Journalism in his essay/anthology of the same 
name, this could easily lead to the conclusion that Thompson’s writing is part and parcel of this 
school.104 After all, Thompson shared with the early innovators in New Journalism a flair for 
non-conventional language use, an awareness of the applicability to journalism of the structural 
conventions of fictions, and a knack for seeking out the story behind the headlines. It was 
Wolfe, as the first to attempt to formally define New Journalism as a school of writing, who 
initially pointed out that there were qualities that set Thompson apart from the mainstream of 
the New Journalists.105 
Nonetheless, in studies on writers of the 1960s and 1970s, Thompson is generally viewed 
as simply one of a group of New Journalists and counterculture writers of the period, which it is 
argued here is a mistake on two counts. First, Gonzo is a form of New Journalism that is distinct 
from that of the work done by others such as Capote, Mailer, and Plimpton. Second, grouping 
Thompson with these authors and ranking him as a subsidiary wrongly suggests that he was 
102 See Gore Vidal, “Hacks of Academe” and “American Plastic” In: Matters of Fact and of Fiction, 1973-1976 (New York: 
Random House, 1977) and Mark McGurl, The Program Era (Cambridge: Harvard, 2009). 
103 In particular, see Van Zuilen, “Chapter 5: The Life Cycle of Magazines and the Increasing Specialization of the Mass 
Media,” 268-323.
104 Tom Wolfe and E.W. Johnson, eds., The New Journalism  (New York: Harper and Row, 1973.). See also Marc Weingarten, 
“Madras Outlaw,” in Who’s Afraid of Tom Wolfe: How New Journalism Rewrote the World (London: Aurum Press, 2005); 
and see John Hellman, “Hunter S. Thompson,” in Fables of Fact: The New Journalism as New Fiction (Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 1981).  
105 Ibid., 27.
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more of an imitator than an innovator. 106  In the following sections, the main features of New 
Journalism and the individual contributions of some of the pioneers in the field are discussed to 
clarify this point and to show that, while there are indeed some commonalities and Thompson 
perhaps found some inspiration in their work, he used these techniques in an innovative way 
and thus made his own distinct contribution to New Journalism.  
0.5.1  New Journalism Defined 
 
To understand Thompson’s relationship with and contribution to New Journalism, it is useful 
to look at Wolfe’s writing on this topic as he was one of the first writers to seek to formally 
define the new school of journalism, now termed New Journalism or literary journalism, as 
well as to consider other writers in this school whose work highlights techniques used in New 
Journalism, some of which Thompson refined and incorporated in his Gonzo approach. This will 
also provide a basis for my later discussion of Thompson’s work which shows how he diverged 
from the New Journalism formula.
Wolfe defined New Journalism as a form of feature writing that incorporates the 
conventions and mechanisms of novels and short stories in order to present fact as narrative 
story, but with the added possibility of also incorporating aspects of other formats, such as the 
essay.107 In Richard Kallan’s interpretation of Wolfe’s definition of the form, New Journalism is 
governed by four literary principles: scene-by-scene construction, extensive character dialogue, 
third-person point of view, and status life recordings.108 
Scene-by-scene construction allows the author to let that which is being reported unfold 
as a narrative story rather than as a non-linear report of the events set up to fit a headline, lead, 
and background format typical of a news bulletin. Scene construction also makes it possible to 
define mood and color, elements generally lacking in traditional print news coverage. It further 
provides the literary license needed to add significance to events and the relationship between 
events through the use of flashbacks and flash forwards.  
Extensive use of dialogue, a second hallmark of New Journalism, is a significant departure 
from traditional print journalism’s reliance on quotation and the authorial provision of context 
and is also a tool that has clearly been taken directly from the realm of fiction writing. In 
New Journalism, readers are invited to partake of conversation and draw their own inferences. 
Though readers are  provided with more raw material than they would be in a traditional news 
report, greater demands are  placed on their ability to construct their own sense of the context. 
Simultaneously, they are provided with material that, if properly reported, can only add to the 
106 For example, Paul Thomas Meyers, The New Journalist as Culture Critic: Wolfe Thompson, Talese (PhD dissertation, 
Washington State University, 1983); Leonard Downie Jr., The New Muckrakers (Washington, D.C.: The New Republic Book 
Company, 1976); Marc Weingarten,  Who’s Afraid of Tom Wolfe? How New Journalism Rewrote the World (London: 
Aurum Press, 2005); and Christopher Gair, The American Counterculture (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007).  
107 Wolfe and Johnson, The New Journalism, 14-15.
108 Richard A Kallan, “Tom Wolfe,” in Arthur Kaul, ed., Dictionary of Literary Biography, Volume 185: American Literary 
Journalists 1945-1995, First Series (Washington, D.C: Thomson Gale, 1997), 338.
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claim of veracity being made by the author, but it has been packaged in the form of a short story 
or, in the case of longer works, a novel.
Third-person perspective is a more complex defining quality of New Journalism. Strictly 
speaking, a writer’s adoption of the third-person point of view would apparently negate the 
idea of first-person narration in the same text, such as takes place in much of Thompson’s work. 
However, what is meant here is that the third-person point of view implies that the author must 
be willing to allow the reader to view events from a multitude of possible perspectives. Even in 
a story being written from a (grammatically) first-person perspective, it is possible for the author 
of the story to allow the perspective to momentarily shift to an omniscient viewpoint, thus 
permitting the reader insights into the thoughts and observations of actors in the story outside 
of the journalist-author of the story. 
Status life recordings, finally, are those symbolic behaviors and possessions which reveal 
the status or desire of status of a given actor in the story.109 This particular feature is often 
underestimated as a quality or feature of New Journalism, yet it is of vital importance to the 
genre. The ability to attribute status markers to actors in a story provides writers of journalistic 
non-fiction with the possibility of defining character and social position in an economical form; 
in essence, journalists are thus provided with a descriptive form of shorthand in communicating 
the nature of characters. There are, arguably, inherent dangers in using this approach to defining 
the actors in a given piece of reporting. First of all, it might not work as intended. Describing 
the type of car a person drives could define the characters in a story in the public mind as being 
something they are not by dint of automobiles being so closely associated with social status, 
age, and lifestyle. Secondly, it is all too easy for a writer to become overly reliant on such tactics 
or to abuse them to the degree that the story becomes slanted sharply in the direction of the 
writer’s personal bias without the author necessarily providing any concrete evidence to warrant 
his or her views.110 
0.5.2  A Variety of Practitioners, A Singularity of Results: Avatars of and 
Contributors to the New Journalism Revolution 
Wolfe states that New Journalism is different in its research technique. It is participatory and 
experiential journalism to a much higher degree than anything that had preceded it.111 Wolfe 
mentions as conspicuous examples of practitioners of this form of journalistic research George 
Plimpton, John Sack, Norman Mailer, and Hunter Thompson. It is argued here that each of these 
authors is representative: by taking a closer look at each in turn, it is possible to delineate both 
the similar instincts and individual solutions these writers found in facing the shifts taking place 
in the market as they formed their own literary profiles even as they forged a common genre 
109 Kallan, “Tom Wolfe,” 338.
110 Jerry Allen Potter and Fred Bost, Fatal Justice: Reinvestigating the MacDonald Murders (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 1995); Janet Malcolm. The Journalist and the Murderer (New York: Vintage Books, 1990).
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through their adherence to some basic principles. It is my argument that it is these principles 
that are considered to have, to no uncertain degree, been imposed upon them as a group by 
the parameters of the marketplace.  
Wolfe saw the work being produced by such authors as Hunter Thompson, Gay Talese, 
Joan Didion, George Plimpton, and Jimmy Breslin, who used or fused these four techniques in 
their work, as indicative of a sea change in American letters. As Richard Kallan points out, Wolfe 
saw the New Journalists as different in that
 …they were doing more reporting – and doing it differently. Saturation reporting, a field-
study method of data gathering, replaces the direct interview. Rather than questioning 
the subject after the fact, the New Journalist “shadows”the subject, mindful of how every 
word, interaction, and nuance might evidence the moment and elucidate the story. “You 
are after not just facts,” said Wolfe. “The basic units of reporting are no longer who-what-
when-where-how and why but whole scenes and stretches of dialogue.”112
Additionally, Kallan states that  
 …the New Journalism allows for author-specific stylistic inventiveness. Wolfe, for instance, 
often plays with words, punctuation, and even topography to illustrate a point. Such 
creativity is especially apparent in Wolfe’s first four books, written at a time when he was 
most concerned with attracting readers.113 
0.5.2.1  Capote and Mailer and the Non-Fiction Novel
The careers of authors like Norman Mailer and Truman Capote become less enigmatic when 
seen in the light of the shifting paradigm of American publishing. Both achieved ascendancy in 
the American publishing industry on the basis of reputations established in fiction, but in the 
waning market for traditional literary fiction and an exploding market for narrative non-fiction, 
both achieved immortality with non-fictional works that made the most of their literary talents. 
Both these authors were exploring the possibilities of applying fictional conventions and 
other techniques to journalism which were previously foreign to the form. Truman Capote 
adhered closely to the concept of the non-fiction novel in his In Cold Blood (1966), and indeed 
111 Wolfe and Johnson, The New Journalism, 25-28. Louis Menand singled out the participatory perspective as key to 
understanding the work of Hunter Thompson: he drew a direct lineage between Norman Mailer’s use of “Mailer” as 
a protagonist in his nonfiction and Thompson’s work in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. Menand believed there was a 
significant link between Thompson’s creation of the Raoul Duke character and the nostalgia for the ideal of the 1960s in the 
early and mid-1970s. See Louis Menand, “Norman Mailer in his Time” and “Life in the Stone Age,” in American Studies: 
Essays (New York: Strauss, Farrar and Giroux, 2002).
112 Kallan, Dictionary of Literary Biography, 338.
113 Ibid., 338. Wolfe’s first four books were The Kandy-Kolered Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby (1965); The Electric Kool-
Aid Acid Test (1968); The Pump House Gang; and Radical Chic and Mau-Mauing the Flak Catchers (1970). It can be further 
noted that Wolfe’s efforts at attracting readers were in a period when such prominent periodicals as Time and The New 
Yorker were renowned for the rigorous consistency of their institutional styles.
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claimed to have invented the genre to begin with.114 In In Cold Blood, Capote traced the tragic 
trajectory of crime that led to the infamous “Clutter Killings” in Kansas and eventual death 
of the two perpetrators on the Kansas State Penitentiary gallows by superimposing a fictional 
creative arc. It is an altogether compelling report of psychopathology in the American Midwest 
of the 1950s because of its use of such conventions as interior monologues and dramatic arcs, 
even to the point of fictionalizing additional scenes in order to make it read like a novel. Capote 
introduced two further elements into journalism which would provide potent ingredients to 
the Gonzo recipe: the method of the non-fiction story and the fictional conceit. As biographer 
Gerald Clarke points out, Capote employed
 … the skills he had learned as a screenwriter [presenting] his main protagonists in 
short cinematic scenes: the Clutters [the victims of the crime spree in In Cold Blood], 
unsuspectingly awaiting their fate in the shadows of those dignified grain elevators, and 
their killers, racing across Kansas to meet them, Nemesis in a black Chevrolet. Going about 
its peaceful pursuits in Holcomb is one America – prosperous, secure, and a little smug. 
Along with his many good qualities, Herb Clutter is rigid and self-righteous…Speeding 
across the plains is the other America – poor, rootless, and misbegotten… Together, victims 
and killers are America in microcosm – light and darkness, goodness and evil.
       [Capote believed that] only a writer “completely in control of fictional techniques” 
could elevate it to the state of art. “Journalism,” he said, “always moves along a horizontal 
plane, telling a story, while fiction – good fiction – moves vertically, taking you deeper 
and deeper into character and events. By treating a real event with fictional techniques 
(something that cannot be done by a journalist until he learns to write good fiction), it’s 
possible to make this kind of synthesis.”115
Capote applied fictional techniques with a strict vigor. While Capote availed himself of the 
use of mood, perspective, and the narrative construction of the novel to tell the story of the 
Clutter murders, he eschewed the linguistic play present in Tom Wolfe’s writing and is a much 
more detached and neutral observer than Thompson’s authorial first-person voice. All in all, the 
style of writing evidenced in In Cold Blood is similar to that found in his fiction, if a bit more 
dispassionate.116 In essence, Capote’s fiction and non-fiction were to differ only in that in his 
fictional works the events and characters were entirely imagined, whereas in his non-fictional 
works they would be drawn closely from fact. The artistic agenda in both cases was, however, 
identical. As Clarke points out, in In Cold Blood the same themes are present that can be found 
in his fiction: loneliness and the death of innocence. Indeed, In Cold Blood is the culmination of 
Capote’s fiction: the logical extension of his writing to that point. 117 There is something to be 
114 Wolfe and Johnson, The New Journalism, 26; Gerald Clarke, Capote (London: Sphere Books, Ltd., 1988), 357-359.
115 Clarke, Capote: A Biography, 356-357. 
116 As John Hollowell points out in Fact & Fiction, “Capote’s development as reporter, local colorist, and screenwriter has 
steadily paralleled his growth as a novelist.” See John Hollowell, Fact & Fiction: The New Journalism and the Nonfiction 
Novel (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1977), 65 for citation and 65-69 on Capote’s development as 
a writer.
117 Clarke, Capote: A Biography, 357. 
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said for this position in that the Clutter killings provided Capote with raw material much more 
fitting to his talents and writerly perspective than anything he had been able to make up on 
his own. Reading In Cold Blood and the fictional Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1950) back-to-back is 
an interesting exercise in this respect. While Capote was not in the habit of indulging in first-
person hyperbole or meta-journalism, he was an effective observer, and thus able to provide 
keen definitions of status and effective renderings of character dialogue.118   
Norman Mailer is an interesting case study of the American literary establishment’s efforts 
to come to terms with the phenomenon of New Journalism in the 1960s and 1970s. Mailer’s 
Armies of the Night (1968), his narrative of the American anti-war movement, employed a 
number of mechanisms of classic fiction but won the Pulitzer Prize for General Non-Fiction 
in 1969, while his book on the real-life killer Gary Gilmore, The Executioner’s Song (1979), 
won the Pulitzer Prize in Fiction eleven years later. In other words, Mailer was awarded one of 
America’s premier prizes in non-fiction for a work that he proposed had the quality of a novel, 
while earning the same prize for fiction for a work based closely on the events surrounding the 
actual execution of a convicted murderer. 
Mailer was himself hesitant to be identified as a journalist; he had subtitled Armies of the 
Night as “History as a Novel, The Novel as History” and may well have felt that identification 
as a journalist was tantamount to stating that he was a failed novelist.119 This was, after all, a 
man who readily admitted that his personal agenda for serving in World War II as an enlisted 
man was to gather material for a war novel, which he dutifully published in 1948 as The Naked 
and the Dead. 
In his peak non-fiction period,  Mailer also published Miami and the Siege of Chicago 
(1968) on the Republican and Democratic National Conventions of 1968, Of a Fire on the Moon 
(1971) on the Apollo lunar exploration program, Marilyn (1973), a biography of the actress 
Marilyn Monroe, St. George and the Godfather (1973), which was on the 1972 national party 
conventions, and The Fight (1975) on the World Heavyweight title bout in Kinshasa, Zaire, 
between George Foreman and Muhammad Ali. In 1971, he also published The Prisoner of Sex, 
a book-length essay which was followed by the essay anthology Existential Errands (1972). 
Subsequent to the publication of these non-fictional works, Mailer returned to fiction with 
Ancient Evenings in 1983, which he followed up with Tough Guys Don’t Dance (1984) and 
Harlot’s Ghost (1991). Ancient Evenings was generally savaged by the critics in the American 
press, as was Harlot’s Ghost, whereas Tough Guys Don’t Dance went largely unnoticed.   It is 
the irony of Mailer’s career that he strove for recognition for his fictional work and a place in the 
literary pantheon based on these works, even as he became known for the brilliance and insight 
of his non-fictional works; in the end, he will likely remain a mainstay of American literature on 
the basis of such works as Armies of the Night. 
118 In particular in the sketches later collected in Observations, Capote achieves what Hollowell terms “truly revealing 
personality sketches that often rely upon the characterization techniques of the short story.” See Hollowell, 67. 
119 Wolfe and Johnson, The New Journalism, 28. 
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0.5.2.2 Plimpton the Participant
 
George Plimpton (1927-2003) is best known as the first and longtime editor-in-chief of The 
Paris Review. As such, he was working on the fault line, as it were, of the shifts taking place 
in the market for fiction. As was stated above, The Paris Review was founded in order to 
provide an alternative to the academically-aligned literary journals, with their heavy emphasis 
on criticism, and provide a much-needed podium for up-and-coming talent that did not fit the 
mold of the academic author, but who now saw other avenues of commerce for their fiction 
quickly dwindling.  
 Plimpton himself explored the possibilities of participatory journalism in Paper Lion (1966), 
his tale of his pre-season as a reserve quarterback for the National Football League Detroit Lions; 
Out of My League (1961), on pitching against major-league baseball line-ups; The Bogey Man 
(1968) about his attempt to play professional golf on the PGA circuit; and Open Net (1985), in 
which he recalls training as an ice hockey goalie with the Boston Bruins.120 In Paper Lion, Plimpton 
went so far as to train with the Lions, a premier league professional team, and play in one of their 
preseason games in order to better understand the world of the professional football player, 
knowledge he then dutifully used in the book, providing readers with a perspective on the game 
they had previously lacked. Further experience as a sparring partner with boxing champions 
Archie Moore and Sugar Ray Leonard while on assignment for Sports Illustrated paid handsome 
dividends when he later set to writing Shadow Box on the epic Foreman-Ali heavyweight title 
fight in 1974.121 In this respect, Plimpton is the embodiment of the developments taking place. 
As a publisher and editor, he perceived the dwindling opportunities present for authors, in 
particular journeymen writers of short fiction, while as a writer, he was able to take advantage 
of the type of behind-the-scenes insider writing of non-fiction now desired by a public that had 
grown up with television as a common commodity.
What is conspicuously missing from Plimpton’s work is a commitment to any specific 
philosophy, either literary or political. For all of his innovative impact, Plimpton remained 
staunchly committed to the principle of journalistic objectivity. If Tom Wolfe can be seen as 
his era’s William Dean Howells, sponsoring and promoting the work of his generation and 
helping to define their school even as he contributed to it, then Plimpton is its Henry James, of 
discerning taste, willing to provide quality journalism for the sake of quality, and ever enamored 
with the higher circles of society, even as he wrote of the passions of those in the lower 
social echelons.122 Furthermore, it is a noticeable difference with others in the field, including 
120 George Plimpton, Paper Lion: Confessions of a Last-String Quarterback (New York: Harper and Row, 1964); Out of My 
League: The Hilarious Account of an Amateur’s Ordeal in Professional Baseball (Deutsch, 1961); Bogey Man: A Month on 
the PGA Tour (New York: Harper and Row, 1967); and Open Net: A Professional Amateur in the World of Big-Time Hockey 
(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1985).  
121 George Plimpton, Shadow Box (New York: Putnam’s, 1977).  
122 For a good composite portrait of the man, see Nelson Aldrich, Jr. ed., George, Being George: George Plimpton’s Life 
as told, admired, deplored and envied by 200 friends, relatives, lovers, acquaintances, rivals, and a few unappreciative 
observers. (New York: Random House, 2008).  
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Thompson, that Plimpton consistently retained the status of the amateur outsider looking in, 
even as he paradoxically attempted to measure up to the professionals, if only in jest. By the 
time of the publication of Open Net, he referred to himself as a professional amateur.
0.5.2.3  John Sack: Subjective Journalist
John Sack, by contrast, did take issue with the journalistic establishment’s concepts of objectivity 
and information provision as he followed a single platoon from basic training at Fort Dix in 
New Jersey into battle in Vietnam. His initial article for Esquire, “Oh My God, We Hit a Little 
Girl” (1966), served as the basis for his book M (1967).123 In researching M, Sack took the 
concept of journalistic “embedding” to extremes. Marc Weingarten points out that Sack, a 
veteran reporter who had covered the Korean War for Stars and Stripes, was dismayed about 
the reporting he read on the Vietnam War effort in such periodicals as Time and Esquire upon 
his return to the United States in 1965 after a tour of duty as the Madrid bureau chief for CBS 
News. Amidst the glib reporting on troops that were “lean, laconic, and looking for a fight,” 
something was missing:
 Where, Sack wondered, were the “sad sacks, boneheads, goldbricks, loudmouths, 
paranoiacs, catatonics, incompetents, semi-conscientious objectors, malingers, cry-babies, 
yahoos, vulgarians, big time operators, butterfingers, sadists, and surly bastards.”124  
It is notable that Sack, a veteran reporter who had worked through the traditional channels 
in previous years, perceived the need for a more in-depth mode of information gathering in light 
of the inadequacies, in particular, of the television coverage coming out of Vietnam at the time. 
Here, again, a pattern can be delineated; a single author shifts his approach or even genre of 
journalism within the context of a market in which newer media are displacing print media as 
a primary form of information provision. Sack is an unusual case only in that he had already 
established a career as a traditional journalist before entering the New Journalistic mode and, 
given his further career, simply saw it as a useful tool or format and did not stake a claim to 
literary pioneering. 
In researching M, Sack remained with the troops from early morning till late at night, 
journeying in-country with them when the unit rotated into Vietnam. There, he is shocked at 
the disorganized character of the war effort, the culmination of one operation being the death 
of a 7-year-old girl. Further adding to his chagrin is the observation by one commanding officer 
that events like this are fairly typical. It should be noted that one of the things that inspired Sack 
to dig deeper in Vietnam than in Korea was that he had already realized in Korea that much of 
123 John Sack, M (New York: New American Library, 1967). Sack’s work on M is described in Marc Weingarten, “Into the 
Abyss,” in Who’s Afraid of Tom Wolfe: How New Journalism Rewrote the World (London: Aurum Press, 2005).
124 Marc Weingarten, 141.
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the information being provided there by the military press office was wont to “spin” the war 
effort to positively affect public opinion. Sack’s publication of “Oh My God, We Hit a Little Girl” 
and the subsequent release of the book-length version of the story added to the significant 
consternation among the American public being created by increasing numbers of such reports 
being published by magazines not known for engaging in the political fray.125 
“Oh My God, We Hit a Little Girl” marked a departure in tone for Esquire. With the 
appointment of George Lois as artistic director, Esquire had become synonymous with humorous 
irreverence. In the 1960s, Esquire established itself as a haven for New Journalists, publishing 
such authors as Terry Southern, Truman Capote, and Hunter Thompson. 126  By 1966, however, 
the stark realities of combat in Vietnam are presented without a trace of irony, but with a clear 
sense of mission: the Vietnam War was not like previous conflicts in which the United States 
had engaged and could not adequately be reported on as such. Furthermore, the “objectivity” 
of coverage in previous wars was often questionable. Finally, the message of the article was that 
despite the conventional wisdom at the time, the United States was not winning the war and, 
in trying to reverse its fortunes, was betraying its own core values. “Oh My God, We Hit a Little 
Girl” proved to be a landmark publication on the war; among other things, it was the first article 
in an established national periodical to discuss civilian casualties.127 
0.5.3  Thompson and the New Journalists
Wolfe is unusually well-qualified to discuss the field as he is not only a journalist of note, but 
also a Yale-educated Ph.D. in American Studies. He can thus bring a degree of academic rigor 
to his analysis that might not be expected of other journalist commentators.128  As such, Wolfe 
has become the touchstone for writing on New Journalism as he was both one of the first 
critics to take on defining this school of writing and was singularly able to look at it both as a 
practitioner and an analyst. More specifically, he was a contemporary of Thompson’s who was 
enamored of his work and viewed it as a rare accomplishment in the field of journalism. Wolfe 
singled Thompson out for praise in the essay section by awarding him the Brass Stud Award, an 
125 Ramparts ran a cover story on a Green Beret master sergeant who announced he was quitting the military because “it 
was all a lie.” See Ramparts, February, 1966. 
126 Including Southern’s “Groovin’ in Chi,” on the Democratic National Convention in Chicago in 1968; Capote’s “La 
Côte Basque” as well as Breakfast at Tiffany’s (in serial form), both fiction, and Thompson’s “Lifestyles: The Cyclist.” 
Ironically, it was the New Yorker that got first-run rights to Capote’s non-fiction classic, In Cold Blood, and similarly to the 
prepublication of Thompson’s novelistic debut The Rum Diary.
Esquire played an intermittent supporting role throughout Thompson’s career. An article on the contemporary literary 
scene written for the National Observer in 1963 (published in May 5, 1963 issue) was based on an Esquire overview of 
contemporary writers (see Perry, 85-86). Following the publication of Hell’s Angels, Esquire solicited his work (see Perry, 
128). Later in his career, Thompson would be commissioned to write on the Cuban boat people (see Perry, 230-233). In lieu 
of an article, he offered an excerpt from his unpublished novel The Silk Road, which Esquire refused.    
127 Weingarten, Who’s Afraid of Tom Wolfe, 148.
128 In addition to The New Journalists, Wolfe also wrote The Painted Word (1976), on the American contemporary art scene, 
and From Bauhaus to Our House (1981), on architecture.
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accolade of his own invention.129 
As we have seen, Wolfe defines the New Journalist as a writer of non-fiction who views 
those aspects of the newsworthy that are commonly reported in feature articles through a 
prism of personal in-depth involvement, using the tools and conventions of a variety of 
literary formats, including but not limited to those of the short story writer and novelist. While 
Thompson employs many of the techniques of New Journalism identified by Wolfe, he has 
always remained separate from this group.  
 The specific reason why Thompson is not given primacy in the essay section of The New 
Journalists can be explained by taking a closer look at Wolfe’s view of the ascendancy of the 
genre of literary journalism and its effect on its closest rival, the novel. In Wolfe’s view, the rise 
of literary journalism and the novel of ideas are closely related.130 Wolfe sees novelists in the 
1960s abandoning realism in fiction, leaving the market for realistic portrayals of developments 
in society to the New Journalists.131 Wolfe sees the reign of the novel as the prime form of 
literary expression as extending from 1875 to 1965, preceded by a period in which poetry 
was considered the supreme form of writing, and now followed by literary journalism as the 
ascendant form.132 What is not entirely clear in Wolfe’s essay is whether he believes literary 
journalism to be rising to a position of supreme critical acclaim through a process of status 
ranking or whether he believes that literary journalism will supplant the novel as the central form 
of literary discourse in American society.133 In other words, it is debatable whether Wolfe sees 
literary journalism as raising journalism to the status of high art or becoming the most common 
and popularly accepted format of literary expression. In the case of the former, this would mark, 
in Bourdieu’s terms, a significant boundary shift in the grid of cultural production and thus a 
significant increase in the potential symbolic capital that can be gained by the production and 
consumption of literary journalism; in a sense, it denotes the exit of journalists out of the ranks 
of the less-exalted professions and provides them entrance into the realm of the creator-artist. 
Where, in a previous era, journalists needed to exit the profession itself in order to gain the 
symbolic capital and status available to the creator-artist, now it would be possible to attain the 
same result by adopting a specific approach to journalism itself. In the case of the latter, the 
assumption would have to be made that what has taken place is less of a shift in the boundaries 
of the grid of cultural production and more of an increased penetrability: journalists are not as 
129 Wolfe and Johnson, The New Journalism, 27. He felt Thompson deserved recognition for the bravery and tenacity he 
had shown in researching his book Hell’s Angels. 
130 Ibid., 38-41; in particular, 41, with respect to the displacement of realism in fiction.
131 Menand argues that the break is more complex in that there are two stages: the break from novelistic realism to 
Modernism and the subsequent reinvention of realism in the non-fiction novel. See Louis Menand, “Norman Mailer in 
his Time,” in American Studies: Essays (New York: Strauss, Farrar, and Giroux, 2002). In Wolfe’s view, there is a greater 
degree of simultaneity, and thus correlation, between the rise of literary journalism and the demise of the realistic novel as 
a premier form of literary expression.  
132 Wolfe and Johnson, The New Journalism, 28; 34-35.
133 In classical art, the status of paintings was determined on the basis of what they portrayed: Biblical scenes, history, 
portrait, landscape, and still life, in that order. Given Wolfe’s later work as a critic of the plastic/fine arts, the application of 
such a hierarchical perspective is not surprising. 
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practitioners being consecrated into the ranks of artists, but the boundary of what constitutes 
literary expression is being opened somewhat to include a specific journalistic format. In this 
case, it would depend more on the individual merits of any particular author to what degree 
symbolic capital could be gained by writing literary journalism, in the same fashion that it has 
become acceptable to see certain authors of such genres as science fiction and detective novels 
as literary artists without accepting the body of practitioners in toto as such.134 In this case, 
the gain in abstract capital for any practitioner in a given genre would be minimal upon the 
recognition of a single author just as can be seen in the case of the acceptance of other genre 
writers into the realm of literature relative to other practitioners of the same genre. Given 
Wolfe’s statements on status in the essay section of  The New Journalism and his description of 
the novel as being ever-present but increasingly irrelevant, it is likely that he believed the New 
Journalism would become the most prevalent and relevant form.135 
It is one of the aims of the present study to provide greater perspective on this development. 
The phenomenon of the rise of New Journalism and Gonzo Journalism intersects a number 
of key issues in literary development: the shift in the market for information from print to 
broadcast media, the shift in American sensibilities with respect to what constitutes literature, 
the explosion of the availability of higher education in the United States, and the concomitant 
shift in the role of the writer in American culture. In this respect, Wolfe is an interesting point of 
departure, albeit an imperfect one.   
If there is a flaw in Wolfe’s analysis of the literary situation in the 1960s and early 1970s, 
it is that he overstates his case. There is certainly merit to his argument that the novel is being 
displaced as a format by the literary non-fiction book, just as I will argue here that writers seek 
out new format possibilities in order to both accommodate the market and further their own 
careers. Interestingly, Wolfe equates status with a willingness to engage in realism.136 In this 
sense, he argues the opposite of the position of Vidal in such pieces as “American Plastic” 
and “Hacks in Academe.”137  Where Vidal sees writers seeking and achieving status through 
increasingly experimental, and obtuse, forms of writing, Wolfe sees these writers as fringe 
characters, yielding the center stage of literature to non-fiction writers.
Wolfe is observant in pointing out that any development in literature away from the 
representative in favor of the abstract is likely to run the risk of becoming irrelevant to the 
134 Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production,  29-73, in particular 46-47 on the duality of  the literary hierarchies; 47  on 
the specific position of literature in the hierarchy; 47-48 on the specifics of the literary hierarchy; and  49 for the grid of 
literary production. 
135 Wolfe and Johnson, The New Journalism, 29: “There is no novelist who will be remembered as the novelist who 
captured the Sixties in America, or even New York, in the sense that Thackeray was the chronicler of the London in the 
1840s and Balzac was the chronicler of Paris and all of France after the fall of the Empire.”
136 Ibid., 28-29: Among other comments, Wolfe notes that “The next thing one knew, they were into novels of ideas, 
Freudian novels, surrealistic novels (“black comedy”), Kafkaesque novels and, more recently, the catatonic novel or novel 
of immobility…”
137 Gore Vidal, “Hacks in Academe,” in United States: Essays 1952-1992 (London: Abacus Books, 1994), 111-120; Gore 
Vidal “American Plastic: The Matter of Fiction,.” in United States: Essays 1952-1992 (London: Abacus Books, 1994), 121-
146.
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mainstream of consumers and to the core audience of popular cultural discourse. However, 
Wolfe’s adamant argument that the novel is being relegated to the fringes of American culture 
suggests both a level of intolerance on the part of the contemporary market for experimental 
fiction that is negated by the relative popularity of such authors as Thomas Pynchon and Robert 
Coover, and a dearth in the market of realistic writers that is likewise refuted by the careers of 
such (neo-) realist authors as John Irving, John Updike, and Philip Roth. Equally, Wolfe fails to 
see the willingness on the part of cultural institutions, in particular those that bestow literary 
accolades, to accept both forms, literary-traditionalist and literary-experimental, as legitimate 
and co-equal. Likewise, Wolfe fails to make a distinction between general tendencies in the 
market, shifts in the priorities writers give to certain formats, and the needs of consumers.
0.6 The Focus and Method of the Present Study 
There is an observable decline in the possibilities for publishing short fiction that corresponds 
to an increase in opportunities to publish non-fiction that breaks beyond the boundaries of 
traditional reporting. In the present study, it is noted that this, in turn, corresponds to a need 
among consumers for a greater degree of depth and narrative in the news coverage they 
consume. In order to gain access to this market of consumers, it is argued here that a significant 
number of writers sought out the means of connecting with this audience while circumventing 
the collapsing market for traditional (realist) short fiction. They did this not because this 
market had completely ceased to exist, but because it no longer provided sufficient financial 
sustenance, or at the very least, no longer appeared to provide the possibility of a dependable 
income. As the opportunities in non-fiction became more apparent, greater numbers joined 
the fold. However, it is not claimed, nor should it be, that this is a zero-sum prospect in which 
realist novels cease to exist, traditional formats become less legitimized, or experimental fiction 
gains or loses institutional/critical status strictly on the basis of the waxing and waning of the 
market for feature writing, New Journalism, and such formats as the non-fiction novel. Similarly, 
it is by no means argued that this was the only form of economic survival for budding writers: 
as was stated before, academe has served as a significant patron for decades, as has the film 
industry. What is argued is that each of these survival tactics channels the talents of writers in a 
specific direction: a prospective novelist who seeks sustenance in the realm of screenwriting will 
likely become both a different novelist and a different screenwriter than a novelist who spent 
his journeyman’s years writing short fiction or a screenwriter trained within the studio system 
or a graduate film school. Similarly, a prospective writer of fiction who chooses the path of 
journalism will likewise not be the same type of journalist as one trained within the copy room 
hierarchy or a university school of journalism. In this thesis, it is argued that such differences are 
the origins of genre formation within both the non-fictional and fictional literary realms.  
In the present study, then, the focus will be on those forms of writing in which Thompson 
was active as a professional: the short story, the feature article, and the in-depth news report, 
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and the novel to the degree Thompson experimented with this form. 138 
Thompson, man and author, was a figure greater than the sum of his parts. Thus, some 
traditional analytical approaches may not be adequate to gain a full understanding of the 
significance of his work. Literary criticism, in particular such text-based approaches as New 
Criticism and the various psychoanalytical interpretation methods, may not be the field best 
suited for analyzing this author’s work as it would underplay the events in Thompson’s life 
that led him to make specific choices in his career as a writer. A strictly biographical approach, 
however, would not adequately take into consideration the impact of the sweeping changes 
occurring in the market and would prove lacking in the very strengths of literary-critical analysis, 
that is, the provision of insights into the nuances of the work itself. Similarly, a strictly institutional 
approach to Thompson’s work runs the risk of leaving unrecognized the individual genius of the 
artist. If the form is assumed to be a given, the question of why a shift away from one form to 
another as a predominant mode of expression takes place remains unanswered, and the motive 
behind bending a specific form to a writer’s own artistic needs for both pragmatic and expressive 
reasons remains unanalyzed, and indeed undefined. Therefore, an author like Thompson can 
slip under the radar of critical scrutiny for lack of proper instruments of definition and analysis.
It is an important hypothesis of the present study that Hunter Thompson is indeed worthy 
of literary analysis, and there is certainly a need to weigh the content of his labors on literary-
critical scales; however, this approach can lead to overlooking the implications of Thompson’s 
work in a grander scheme of things. In researching any “new form” of writing, in this case the 
Gonzo approach to journalism as a form of literary expression, it is necessary to understand 
what was going on in the economics of culture, the demand for a specific form of expression, 
in the period in which the author was active. Interestingly, in this case, the converse side of the 
coin is equally worthy of study; what does the invention of Gonzo writing tell us about the 
developments taking place in American culture in the 1970s and beyond? A major aspect of 
the present study is an analysis of the developments in Thompson’s writing to show the strong 
influence economics, technological advancement, social developments, politics, and business 
decisions had on Thompson’s creative process and the advancement of his career. 
The Gonzo genre of literary journalism, which uses an approach characterized by subjectivity, 
author involvement, and meta-journalism, moved through several phases of development. In 
the present study, these phases as they relate to Thompson’s life – youth and the pre-Gonzo 
journeyman years as a freelance feature writer (1937-1967), the period of the invention (1969-
1970) and development of the Gonzo style (1971-1979), and the post-development period of 
adaptation and application (1978-2005) – are examined chronologically. Among the resources 
used to frame and inform this discussion are the majority of the biographies available at the 
time of the research and the published collections of Thompson’s letters. 
138 While Thompson published a novel, The Rum Diary (1998), and worked on two others, Prince Jellyfish and The Silk Road 
(both unpublished), it is clear that his main interest was in the short story and its derivative forms.         
 It is telling that all of Thompson’s attempts at the novel were started in relative youth: he began all three in the late 1950s 
and early 1960s. The Rum Diary is based on his experiences as a freelance journalist in Puerto Rico in the late 1950s. 
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In each of the phases, Thompson’s writing and his views on writing are here analyzed in 
the context of his interaction with the publishing world and the American journalism and media 
community. These interactions are placed within the theoretical framework of literary and 
cultural development as defined by the previously mentioned theorists in order to demonstrate 
how and to what degree forces such as economics and social change steer the creative process. 
It is argued that Thompson, like many of his contemporaries, was faced with a paradigm shift 
in the publishing industry: a rather sudden shift away from the periodical publication of fiction 
towards a greater emphasis on non-fictional genres, a process triggered by the changing 
demands in the marketplace largely created by the advent of television. It was left to these 
authors to devise ways of channeling their expressive needs into different genres and formats of 
writing than their predecessors.  In this respect, the work of Bourdieu can be used to determine 
the shifting demands for genre within defined societies. McLuhan is of value in discussing 
the effect of advances in one medium on expression in other media, and Postman is of use in 
analyzing the increasing need of journalism to serve as entertainment. Thompson as a choice 
for study to elucidate the points made by these theorists is apt as Thompson was, as his letters 
suggest, sensitive to, aware of, and consciously responsive to these forces. Moreover, the initially 
narrow, somewhat self-contained nature of the early Gonzo period provides a convenient focus 
for research.
This thesis is divided into the following sections:
Chapter I: Life on the Proud Highway is a discussion of Thompson’s early years in Kentucky, 
his experiences as an Air Force reporter, his initial efforts as a writer of fiction, and the decision 
to shift back to journalism, first as a freelance correspondent, and later as the author of Hell’s 
Angels (1966).  This process will be placed in the context of developments in the publishing 
market of the 1960s and the shift in public attitudes towards the news media to show how 
Thompson’s writing was steered in the direction of non-fiction and how he adapted the non-
fiction format to accommodate his talents and creative needs. Attention will also be given to 
The Rum Diary, started when he was 22, but published in 1998. Study of The Rum Diary makes 
it clear that while Thompson was a competent fiction writer, he was a writer of a type of fiction 
for which the market was shrinking, but whose sensibilities were eminently suited to the non-
fictional feature format then in ascendance.
Chapter II: Riding the Strange Torpedo  is a discussion of the invention of Gonzo journalism 
as a form of literary journalism. In this chapter, it is shown how Gonzo resulted from evolutionary 
steps in Thompson’s work in the late 1960s and early 1970s, following the publication of 
his first book-length work, Hell’s Angels. Particular attention is given to the feature stories 
“The Temptations of Jean-Claude Killy” and “Presenting: The Nixon Doll.” It is argued that 
Thompson adjusted his approach to journalism in a fashion that accommodated the demands 
of the marketplace but still allowed him to maintain his identity as a writer. On the basis of 
Thompson’s seminal Gonzo work, “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved” (1970), 
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Gonzo journalism is defined as a distinct approach to feature journalism and as a literary style, 
and an anatomy is presented of the Gonzo feature story. 
Chapter III: The Weird Turn Pro deals with Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (1971), and Fear 
and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72 (1973) in which the Gonzo approach was further 
refined. It is made clear that Thompson had very distinct ideas about what defined good Gonzo 
reporting and the significance he felt it had, or should have, in relation to journalism as a 
literary domain. In this chapter, Thompson’s comments and writings on FLLV in which he further 
specified his definition of Gonzo journalism are also discussed. Other efforts, such as “Fear and 
Loathing at the Super Bowl,” “Jimmy Carter and the Great Leap of Faith,” and “Last Tango in 
Vegas,” are discussed in this context, as well as Thompson’s struggle to satisfactorily cover the 
Watergate Scandal, his failed effort to complete a Gonzo piece on the 1974 Ali-Foreman fight in 
Zaire, and his abortive efforts to cover the end of the War in Vietnam and the 1976 Presidential 
campaign. In the context of a discussion of some of Thompson’s more traditional non-Gonzo 
work, in “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan” and “The Banshee Screams for Buffalo Meat,” it is 
argued that Thompson’s difficulties in completing stories in the late 1970s were due in part to 
a creative crisis sparked by problems inherent to the Gonzo form.
Chapter IV: Marathon Man discusses Thompson’s adaptation of Gonzo, after an initial period 
of renewed experimentation, to a greater number of journalistic formats in order to keep the 
form and his career viable in the face of his own celebrity and an increasingly media-inundated 
society. Works discussed in this section are The Great Shark Hunt (1979), The Curse of Lono 
(1983), Generation of Swine (1988), and Songs of the Doomed (1990). 
Chapter V: Road Man for the Lords of Karma deals with the final phase of Thompson’s 
career as he reinvents Gonzo to suit the needs of the electronic age and himself as an internet 
presence and a commentator on post-9/11 America. Works discussed in this chapter are Better 
than Sex: Confessions of a Political Junkie (1994), Kingdom of Fear (2003), and Hey, Rube 
(2004). In this chapter, Thompson’s occasional work for television and other media is discussed 
as well as Thompson’s “private” publications later in life, including Thompson’s story collection 
Screwjack (2000), which was originally released in a private, limited edition, publication, and 
the art book Gonzo (2007). In addition, attention is given to the impact of the publication of 
Thompson’s correspondence in The Proud Highway and Fear and Loathing in America, the first 
two of three volumes of letters. Chapter V also deals with the author’s death by suicide in 2005. 
Finally, this section discusses the effect of Thompson’s work on his successors and his effect on 
American culture in a broader sense.
 
Conclusions includes a discussion of Thompson’s impact as a literary innovator, the significance 
of Gonzo journalism as an expression of creative adaptability, and final commentary on the 
literary merit of his body of work in the context of the literary and cultural infrastructure.  
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CHAPTER I
LIFE ON THE PROUD HIGHWAY
1937-1967
When men write for profit, they are not very delicate.
  Horace Walpole, 4th Earl of Orford1
1.1 Origins of a Writer
In this chapter, a number of key events in Thompson’s early life are discussed and analyzed in 
order to gain a proper understanding of his artistic development and career and the degree to 
which a combination of inspired genius, environmental influence, and economic considerations 
played a role in shaping Thompson as a writer. Consequently, his young life in Louisville, 
Kentucky, in the 1940s and 1950s is given close consideration, as is his apprenticeship as a 
journalist at the Eglin Air Force Base Command Courier.  In addition, his later efforts for the San 
Juan Star, The National Observer, and The Nation are dealt with as well as the composition of 
Hell’s Angels. Special attention is given to the cultural and economic developments taking place 
in the United States at the time as they relate to publishing and the market of literary products 
which led Thompson to abandon his youthful ambition to be a professional fiction writer and 
launch a career in journalism. Of particular import in this period of Thompson’s life and career 
was the advent of television as a primary medium in American life and the developing flux in the 
market for periodicals in the growing affluence of post-World War II America. 
 
1.1.1 Hunter Thompson’s Early Years in Border State America
Hunter Stockton Thompson was born on July 18, 1937, in Louisville, Kentucky, to Jack 
Thompson, an insurance salesman, and Virginia Ray Thompson. Thompson’s family could trace 
its roots back to the House of Marlborough in England and had been a presence in Kentucky 
for generations.2 Before settling into the less martial activities of commerce and life insurance, 
a line of business first undertaken by Thompson’s paternal grandfather, Thompsons fought on 
both sides of the Civil War.3 The latter fact is illustrative of the nature of the state of Kentucky; 
it was one of the few slaveholding states to join the Union cause in the War between the 
1 Letter to Thomas Walpole, 19 February 1785, Correspondence (Yale edition), Vol. 39, as cited in The Oxford Dictionary of 
Quotations, New Edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), 719.  
2 Peter Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird: The Twisted Life and Times of Hunter S. Thompson ( New York: Hyperion, 
1993), 17
3 Ibid., 18-19.
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States, leading to its denotation as a “border state.”  These paradoxical politics of Confederate 
sympathies and Union loyalties continued to resonate well into the period of Thompson’s 
youth, in the complexities of a society with many of the attributes of the Southern States of 
the Confederacy, but without the subsequent alterations of the post-bellum Reconstruction.4 
In this respect, the border states hold an interesting position in American culture. Kentucky, 
Missouri, and Maryland, the trio of slave states that fought for the preservation of the Union in 
the Civil War, all came out of that great conflict with hybrid cultures resulting from the tensions 
of having emerged victorious from the war only to see the sensibilities they had treasured in 
the antebellum period wiped away by the very national government with which they had allied 
themselves.5 
The works of a variety of artists provide interesting insights into this duality. In light of 
the focus of the present study, the tracking of the development of a genre of journalism in 
the context of socio-economic developments, an apt example of a fellow writer and journalist 
imbued with a border state sensibility is Mark Twain.6 A Missouri resident, Twain’s career 
followed a trajectory that traversed the post-Civil War industrial boom in the United States, 
which he termed the Gilded Age. Twain spent the early days of the Civil War in a Confederate 
volunteer cavalry company, only to later move out west to Nevada where he spent much of the 
rest of the war before settling in San Francisco in 1864.7 His work is often celebratory of the 
civilities of the Old South and the idyll of his youth, while exhibiting an acute awareness of the 
injustices and absurdities of slavery and the feudal system of agriculture prevalent in the South, 
in particular its confusing boundaries and their effect on a man’s perceived loyalties.8  
Technically a Northern state,9 Kentucky remained much more in the circle of influence of 
the Old South than of its Northern neighbors with respect to such issues as states’ rights and 
4 William McKeen points out the relevance of this paradoxical culture in Outlaw Journalist (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2008), 4-5. See also Tracy Barrett, Kentucky (New York: Marshall Cavendish Benchmark, 2008) on the slave issue 
in Kentucky; Brad Asher, Kentucky (Northampton, Massachusetts: Interlink Books, 2007) on the state’s “schizophrenic” 
Southern nature, and Hambleton Tapp and James C. Klotter, Kentucky: Decades of Discord, 1865-1900 (The Kentucky 
Historical Society, 1977) on the political aftermath of the Civil War in Kentucky. 
5 West Virginia, another slaveholding Union state, did not achieve statehood until 1863, but is generally also ranked among 
the border states. See John H. Fenton, Politics in the Border States: A Study of the Patterns of Political Organization, and 
Political Changes, Common to the Border States Maryland, West Virginia, Kentucky, and Missouri (New Orleans: The Hauser 
Press, 1957).
6 The parallel between Thompson and Twain has been drawn along a variety of lines by a number of authors, significantly 
Jeffrey Steinbrink, “Mark Twain and Hunter Thompson: Continuity and Change in American ‘Outlaw Journalism’” Studies 
in American Humor, 2:3, 1984, 221-235 and James E. Caron, “Hunter S. Thompson and the Tall Tale Tradition in America,” 
The Popular Culture Association of the South, 8:1, 1985, 1-16. 
7 Twain’s dubious military career is dealt with in detail in his short story “The Private History of a Campaign that Failed” 
(1885); his travels in the West in the 1860s in Roughing It (1872). 
8 A discussion of this aspect of Twain’s work in relation to Thompson is undertaken in Karl Erik Ravn Ottesen, The Savage 
Journey Continues: Hunter S. Thompson’s Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas as a Modern American Picaresque ( M.A. 
thesis, University of Bergen, 2008). For a vivid illustration of the conflicting currents governing perceived loyalties in the 
fragmenting union, see Mark Twain, “The Private History of a Campaign that Failed,” in The Family Mark Twain (New York: 
Dorset Press, 1988), 1281. 
9 The “true” South being seen as the states of the former Confederacy (1861-1865): Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Florida, 
Louisiana, Mississippi, Tennessee, Texas, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Virginia.  
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race relations.10 Of greater importance with respect to Hunter Thompson, however, is that it 
also retained a love of tradition, the military, and competitive sports that was much more akin 
to that of its erstwhile Southern foes than that of its former allies.  
Similarly, Kentucky has a strong tradition of political writing and oratory that can be traced 
back to Henry Clay and its very inception as a state.11 Thompson found himself, thus, growing 
up in a state steeped in politics and sports and appreciative of the individual able to express 
himself competently with respect to either subject. 
1.1.2 A Precocious Young Writer in a Booming Market
While there is certainly nothing unique in a young man in the American South or border region 
taking an interest in sports, it is noteworthy that Thompson chose to express his interest in 
sports through the press, as shall be seen below. There were certainly personal reasons that 
steered Thompson from actual athletic competition to sports commentary as a means of 
asserting himself in the Louisville community. As Douglas Brinkley points out “[…] Hunter at a 
young age had a bit of a deformity with his legs […] and it kept him from being the sports star 
he wanted to be.”12
There is, however, a broader media-cultural context to be considered. The United States of 
the late 1940s and 1950s witnessed a booming market in sports magazines, culminating in the 
launching of the Time, Inc. periodical Sports Illustrated in 1954.13  The market was, however, 
extremely splintered. There was a plethora of sports publications in the period, but as Peterson 
points out, initially,
 [s]ports magazines were among the most specialized of the period addressed to men. 
Despite the great interest in spectator sports which developed in the twentieth century, 
there were few magazines edited for the fan interested in more than one sport. The titles 
of the magazines reflected their preoccupation with single sports – American Lawn Tennis, 
Golf, Ring, Yachting.14
The level of specialization may have been remarkably high for sports periodicals, but it was 
against a background of not dissimilar fragmentation in other fields. In the year Thompson 
reached majority, 
10 George C. Wright, “Race Relations after 1865,” in James C. Klotter, Our Kentucky: A Study of the Bluegrass State 
(Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 2000). 
11 As is made vividly clear in Wade H. Hall (ed.), The Kentucky Anthology: Two Hundred Years of Writing in the Bluegrass 
State (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 2005), in particular, Chapter XXV.
12 Douglas Brinkley as cited in Jann  S Wenner and Corey Seymour. Gonzo: The Life of Hunter S. Thompson (New York: 
Little, Brown, 2007), 10. 
13 Theodore Peterson, Magazines in the Twentieth Century (Urbana: The University of Illinois Press, 1956), 230
14 Ibid., 328. 
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 [Americans] had an even more diversified field of magazines to choose from, and the 
magazines [they] chose were more likely to be superior in technical execution if not 
necessarily in content. Magazines of politics in the United States in 1955 represented a 
number of viewpoints which accepted a democratic form of government, but some also 
spoke for communism and fascism. Religious magazines of many faiths abounded, and 
several denominations maintained sizable publishing companies; but freethinkers also had 
their organs. There were magazines for lovers of classical music, magazines for lovers of 
jazz. There were magazines for choir leaders, administrators of church property, rodeo fans 
and performers, makers of amateur movies, believers in astrology, pacifists, ex-servicemen, 
folklorists, women bowlers, yachtsmen, model railroaders, hobbyists who sought merely 
recreation and hobbyists who sought pin money besides, magazines for the handicapped, 
the ailing, the elderly.15
 
If there was any problem with this cornucopia of magazine selection, it was that it was atomized 
to the extreme; most magazines in the 1950s had circulations in the thousands, not in the 
millions,16 despite the size and prosperity of the U.S. population. Yet, the sheer variety of topics 
and the bandwidth of opinions bear witness to an America that potentially was more variegated 
and open to a variety of perspectives than the conformist image of the postwar period with its 
Levittowns and Populuxe made apparent. 
1.1.3 Life in the Status-driven South
 Louisville in the 1940s and 1950s was, however, also a class-driven society,17 despite the nascent 
tensions being channeled through the teeming market of periodicals. In his youth, Thompson 
was subjected to the same pressures that the state itself was under: awareness of caste and 
tradition crossed with a discomfited adaptation to modernity. 18 On the one hand, therefore, 
Thompson was being exposed to a more cosmopolitan vision of America as represented by 
the variety of periodicals available to him while, on the other hand, his social life with all of its 
transactions was governed by a much narrower and hierarchically stratified perspective of the 
world. 
Any young man faced with such a choice between the confines (and securities) of a 
traditional community and the potential promise (and concomitant uncertainties) of a newer 
15 Ibid.
16 Ibid.
17 See James C. Klotter, Kentucky: A Portrait in Paradox, 1900-1950 (Kentucky Historical Society, 1996), for Louisville social 
life in the 1930-1950 period and for its roots in early twentieth century history. 
18 Ibid., “Agriculture, Industry, and Labor” section, 123-144.
Twain skewered the perception of “quality folk” in a number of his works, perhaps most conspicuously in Pudd’nhead 
Wilson (1894) and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884). “There is no character, however good and fine, but it can 
be destroyed by ridicule, howsoever poor and witless. Observe the ass, for instance: he is the choicest spirit among all the 
humbler animals, yet see what ridicule has brought him to. Instead of feeling complimented when we are called an ass, 
we are left in doubt.” Mark Twain, “Pudd’nhead Wilson: A Whisper to the Reader,” in The Family Mark Twain (New York: 
Dorset Press, 1988).  
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world could be tempted to tow the conservative line and conform, thus making his life all the 
easier, or feel goaded, if he is of a more independent and creative bent, to cast convention 
completely aside and rebel against the constraints of civil society.19 In this sense, the specific 
rewards that each path has to offer could serve to tip the balance in favor of one or the other 
choice. In this respect, Thompson sought to leverage both ends of the equation in his favor; he 
attempted to do both, making friends and allies with the rich and powerful through his sports-
related entrepreneurial activities, thus gaining the social capital of acceptance by the local 
establishment, while at the same time constantly seeking out the boundaries of the tolerable, 
only to regularly travel beyond them, thus accruing the symbolic capital of the outsider and 
rebel:20
 Hunter organized a baseball team one year. It was called the Cherokee Colonels. Hunter, of 
course, was the shortstop. And everybody did a bit of stamp collecting. Hunter and Duke 
Rice formed a stamp company and sold to the little guys. To earn more money we’d go to 
Walgreen’s and buy those cheesy folding stools for a buck apiece and then we’d take them 
to the infield at the Kentucky Derby and sell them for five dollars each. Then we’d bet the 
money.21 
 I was down from Shelbyville seeing Hunter. We were either walking or riding our bikes. 
But anyway we were over on Lexington Road where there was this little grocery store. 
And Hunter walked in that grocery store and just picked up what he wanted, candy bars, 
potato chips, and I think even took a soft drink, and put it in his pocket, and just walked 
out! Scared me to death! I said, “My Lord, I’d be in jail for that!” 22
 
As can be seen above, Thompson was, thus, capable of both constructive, commercial 
behavior within the confines of the community (reselling chairs for profit at one of the state’s 
cardinal social events) and blatant transgressions of the law (shoplifting in front of his friends). 
23 There is a sense of the enveloped outsider, an individual born into a milieu and tradition but 
19 Essentially this was the terrain of the critics and the researchers of the picaresque, among others, Donald Elgin and Ronald 
Primeau, as well as Alexander Blackburn and Ulrich Wicks. It would be interesting to see what a synthesis of the literature 
on the origins of the various picaresque movements and the economic analysis of literary genre formation could produce; 
unfortunately, such an exercise is well beyond the scope of the present study.
20 McKeen, Outlaw Journalist: The Life and Times of Hunter S. Thompson (New York: W.W. Norton, 2008), 9-17. 
21 Gerald Tyrell, as reported in Carroll, 26.  
22 Lewis Mathis, childhood friend of Thompson’s and later a lawyer in Kentucky, as reported in Carroll, 31.
23 There is a similarly ambivalent note present with respect to regional tradition and modern developments in the portrayal 
of 1960s Maryland in the works of film directors Barry Levinson (Diner, Tin Men) and John Waters (Hairspray, Crybaby). 
Both were raised in Baltimore, and both acquired a keenly ironic perspective on claims of history, tradition, and social order 
as they pertain to the roles blacks and whites were expected to play and the manner in which proximity to “the other” 
played a role in securing or being denied social status. In Missouri, Maryland, and Kentucky, social prospects were often 
linked to an amalgam of familial roots, racial descent, and actual talent and education, both in the 1840s and the 1940s. 
In the work of all of these auteurs – Twain, Levinson, Waters, and Thompson – there is a sense of the enveloped outsider. 
In discussing Thompson, Rick Ikkersheim, in his Fear, Fiction, and Subjectivity, defines this as the common bond of paranoia 
that he argues pervaded the period of the 1960s and 1970s in the United States, thus eliminating the socio-economic 
aspect from the equation.  See Rick Ikkersheim, Fear, Fiction, and Subjectivity: The Individual in the Writings of Hunter S. 
Thompson (M.A. thesis: University of Utrecht, 2010).
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not quite accepted by it or accepting of it. It is beyond the scope of this work to delve into the 
nature of the border state paradoxes, but suffice it to say that it appears to have a profound 
effect on the creative expressions of its scions, in particular a fascination with power structures. 
As Thompson wrote in a 1963 article for The Reporter,
 The white power structure, as defined by local Negroes, means the men who run the 
town, the men who control banking and industry and insurance, who pay big taxes and 
lend big money and head important civic committees. Their names are not well known to 
the average citizen, and when they get publicity at all it is likely to be in the society sections 
of the one-owner local press.  During the day, their headquarters is the Pendennis Club on 
downtown Walnut Street, where they meet for lunch, squash, steam baths, and cocktails. 
“If you want to get things done in this town,” according to one young lawyer very much 
on the way up, “you’d better belong to the Pendennis.”24
Such clashes of sensibilities and the resulting indignation are the stuff of which muckraking is 
made.
The son of a mid-level insurance salesman and a querulous librarian, and with an address 
in the less desirable Cherokee Triangle section of Louisville, Thompson had few immediate 
means of gaining access to those members of the local community who carried political weight. 
He would, as he grew up, find himself in just such company, however, primarily due to his early 
prowess in sports and a surprisingly early interest in and skill at such small business endeavors 
as those described above, as well as conspicuous talent at writing.25 As a precocious author of 
sports reports — he debuted at eleven as a junior sportswriter for the locally published Southern 
Star,26 a neighborhood paper put together by local young people with a keen interest in sports 
—and later as a contributor in high school to the Athenaeum Association periodical, Thompson 
gained the attention and admiration of his peers in Louisville.27 Again, his work for both these 
publications took place against a backdrop of a burgeoning but highly fragmented market of 
print media, particularly with respect to sports. There is a fairly straightforward reason for a 
24 Hunter Thompson, “A Southern City with Northern Problems,” The Reporter, December 19, 1963, as anthologized in 
The Great Shark Hunt (New York: Summit Books, 1979), 40. 
25 Thompson’s active participation in sports waned quickly, though he did manage to be accepted by both the Hawks A.C. 
and the Castlewood Athletic Club, both sports organizations with considerable reputations in Louisville. Whitmer states 
that Thompson gained a considerable amount of weight in his early high-school years and experienced a growth lag, see 
41-42. Gerald Tyrell, who grew up with Thompson, claims that by the time Thompson had reached a good height for varsity 
sports, he had begun drinking and smoking. See Rolling Stone, October 4, 2007, 41. 
26 McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 8-9.
27 The Southern Star was two pages long, covered mostly the games of local teams, and cost four cents an issue. It was not 
limited to sports, however, as there were also calls to buy federal bonds and even a protest letter to the mayor concerning 
street repair. Likewise, it should not be seen as an amateur endeavor as it contained advertisements for a number of local 
businesses. See Whitmer, Aquarius Revisited, 33-34. Also see Carroll, 26. Perry points out that the Southern Star even drew 
the attention of the Louisville Courier Journal. See Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. 
Thompson, 4.
The Athenaeum Literary Association was founded in 1862 and was generally the realm of the sons of the local rich and 
influential. See Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 46-50 and Perry, 14-15. See also McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 15-18. 
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good deal of this fragmentation, a reason that is even apparent in the contents of the low-
budget and very local Southern Star: in the 1940s, there was still no comprehensive national 
network of sports news provision, and thus sports coverage in the press was limited to coverage 
of local teams by local print media and weekly and monthly indirect news provision through 
specialized single sport periodicals.  
At the Southern Star, and at the Hawks and Castlewood Athletic Clubs, Thompson 
gained entrée to the upper crust of Louisville society through the acquaintances he made 
among the sons and daughters of the local gentry, friendships which endured even though 
his family’s financial position was far less rosy than that of his socialite compatriots.28 At a very 
young age, Thompson was thus imbued with the knowledge that writing, even writing about 
such preoccupations as sports, could result in access to wealth and influence. 
     
1.1.4   Models to Live By: The Role of Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Faulkner, and 
Donleavy in Thompson’s Development as a Writing Professional
Owing to Jack Thompson’s death at a relatively early age from an undiagnosed case of 
myasthenia gravis, Thompson was essentially fatherless from early adolescence and living in 
a household that relied on his mother’s ability to provide an income to support herself and 
three children: Hunter and his two younger brothers, Davidson Wheeler Thompson and James 
Garnett Thompson.29 Eventually, Virginia Thompson found work as a librarian at the Louisville 
Public Library.30 Given Thompson’s family’s precarious financial position and his ability to 
gain traction in higher social strata of Louisville through his budding talents as a writer and 
raconteur, it is, therefore, not surprising that Thompson’s earliest fascinations included such 
status-conscious writers as Faulkner and Fitzgerald and that he developed a keen taste for 
Hemingway.31 Fitzgerald and Faulkner both came from what in the South is often referred to 
as faded glory;32 Fitzgerald attended Princeton, but wrote initially with the intent of procuring 
enough money to marry a woman who was economically out of his league,33 while Faulkner 
struggled in a number of menial jobs as he halfheartedly attended the University of Mississippi, 
even though his grandfather had been a railroad magnate.34 Hemingway consciously spurned 
the privileges of an Oak Park, Illinois, upbringing to strike out on his own and thus be able to 
28 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 33-53.
29 For Jack Thompson’s death, see Whitmer, 39. Thompson also had an older half-brother from his father’s first marriage, 
Jack Thompson, Jr. See Whitmer, 24.
30 Ibid., 41. 
31 Ibid., 95 Thompson was particularly fond of Faulkner’s “Barn Burning” (1938). Whitmer theorizes that Thompson closely 
identified with the sense of social and personal alienation in this story about an arsonist sharecropper who wreaks his 
vengeance upon the local aristocracy by burning down their barns. .
32 Joseph Leo Blotner, Faulkner: A Biography (New York: Random House, 1974). Reissued by the University of Mississippi 
Press, 2005, Chapter 1; Arthur Mizener, “F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Tormented Paradise,” Life, January 15, 1951.    
33 Arthur Mizener, “F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Tormented Paradise,” Life, January 15, 1951. 
34 David Minter, Faulkner: His Life and Work (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997, revised from 1980 edition), 
Chapter I: A Small Boy and a Giant in the Earth. 
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make claim to his own success.35 All three of these authors were intimately aware of the role of 
class and class distinctions in a nation that prided itself on its classlessness.36 
It is known that as an aspiring author in New York, following his discharge from the 
Air Force, Thompson often typed out whole sections of writing by Hemingway, Fitzgerald, 
and Faulkner in order to, as he put it, experience what it felt like to write such great prose.37 
Hemingway may well have served as a premier example of the uncompromising career writer 
for the young Thompson. Hemingway passed up the opportunity to attend college in order to 
become a cub reporter. As will be seen below, Thompson, through his own actions in Louisville 
as a high-school senior, also shut the door on college by being sentenced to jail and 
a term of service in the Air Force.38  His early work in fiction shows an affinity with the crisp 
direct prose of Hemingway’s Farewell to Arms:39
 It was good in the evenings, too, but not so cool. Sometimes there would be a breeze and 
Al’s would usually catch it because of the fine location – at the very top of Calle O’Leary 
hill, so high that if the patio had windows you could look down on the whole city. But 
there is a thick wall around the patio, and all you can see is the sky and a few plantain 
trees.40 
He received his diploma in 1956 while serving in the military in Florida. Later, while writing The 
Rum Diary, Thompson also pointed out in a letter to William Kennedy that he wanted it to “…
35 In “Hemingway and Fame,” Scott Donaldson suggests that Hemingway was driven by the Horatio Alger ambition of 
making it on his own and outdoing his parents, in The Cambridge Companion to Hemingway (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996), 2. See also Arthur Waldhorn, A Reader’s Guide to Ernest Hemingway (New York: Farrar, Strauss, 
and Giroux, 1972), 7-9.
36 The complications of the literary kinship between Thompson and Twain are explored at length in Jeffrey Steinbeck. “Mark 
Twain and Hunter Thompson: Continuity and Change in American ‘Outlaw Journalism’” Studies in American Humor, 
retrieved from http://www.compedit.com/mark_twain_and_hunter_thompson_.htm on August 14, 2003. Steinbeck points 
out that both their similarities and strikingly dissimilar world views beg critical comparison. 
37 In particular, The Great Gatsby, which he repeatedly summarized and copied. See Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 
97 and Perry, 15. A.J. Furguson points out that Jerome Klinkowitz claims that some of Thompson’s technique can be directly 
traced back to Fitzgerald, in particular the use of “mutually exclusive personae.” See A.J. Furguson, “Hunter S. Thompson: 
Multiple Fears and Tangential Loathing,” essay, December 4, 2007, posted at www.apathyfuse.com/index.html  retrieved 
on July 21, 2011, 4. In The Proud Highway, 143, it is stated that he likewise typed out sections of  Hemingway’s A Farewell 
to Arms (1929) in order to closely study the sentence structure. Porter Bibb, who served in Athenaeum with Thompson, 
stated that “A lot of us grew up in Louisville with a strong identity with Fitzgerald, the Lost Generation, and the 1920s 
mentality. Louisville was a museum piece. It was caught in amber.” See Whitmer, 96. 
38 Thompson’s arrest and trial were covered by the Louisville Courier Journal and Times: “3 High School Seniors Held in 
Robbery” (May 11, 1955); “Youth Fined in Scrape Halting His Graduation” ( June 12, 1955); “Youth Ordered Jailed for 60 
Days Pending Action in Robbery Case” (June 16, 1955); “Tearful Youth is Jailed Amid Barrage of Pleas” (June 16, 1955); 
and “‘Doing Better’ Youth Given His Freedom” (August 18, 1955). As summarized in Carroll, 335.
39 Thompson failed to graduate from Male High School, which he attended from 1952 to 1955. Male was one of the most 
prestigious schools in Louisville. Thompson initially attended Atherton High School, but transferred to Male early in his high 
school career. It was at Male that Thompson joined the Athenaeum Literary Association. See Whitmer, When the Going 
Gets Weird, 45.
40 Hunter S. Thompson, The Rum Diary (New York: Simon and Shuster, 1998), 1.  
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do for San Juan what The Sun Also Rises did for Paris.”41 
Thompson also particularly admired Fitzgerald’s masterwork The Great Gatsby (1926). 
The story of the enigmatic nouveau riche Gatsby trying unsuccessfully to maintain his status 
among the old rich of the East Coast, even as he proves to have more quality behind his festive 
façade than the arrogant Tom Buchanan, the vapid Daisy Buchanan, and likely even than the 
narrator Nick Carraway, must have struck a chord in the young Thompson, as he struggled 
with the strange iniquities of Louisville in the 1950s and rebelled against it through acts of 
elaborate vandalism, while simultaneously striving for acceptance into the very same society. 
It is interesting to see that as Thompson grew in both skill and stature as a writer, Gatsby 
remained a vital archetype in Thompson’s repertoire and the novel remained a touchstone of 
what Thompson believed to be quality writing. 
Thompson was so enamored with Gatsby that it became a model for the framework of his 
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas; as Whitmer points out, the ending of Fear and Loathing leaves 
the reader facing the failed American Dream, as does the conclusion of Gatsby.42  Thompson 
used Gatsby even more explicitly and effectively as a cultural reference and a conceptual mold 
for “Last Tango in Vegas,” his take on Ali’s final comeback as a boxer:
 A brown Jay Gatsby – not black and with a head that would never be white: he moved 
from the very beginning with the same instinct that drove Gatsby – an endless fascination 
with that green light at the end of the pier. He had shirts for Daisy, magic leverage for 
Wolfsheim, a delicate and dangerously Ali-Gatsby shuffle for Tom Buchanan and no 
answers at all for Nick Carraway, the word junkie. ...43
It is noteworthy, in the context of this discussion of Thompson’s younger years that The 
Great Gatsby was initially a market failure,44 a first for Fitzgerald at the time. It only achieved 
significant sales figures much later.45 Given Thompson’s careerist attitude towards writing, it 
might have been expected that he would steer away from the particular example of Gatsby; 
here, it can be seen that his artistic sensibilities trumped the quest for financial success. From 
this perspective, it is clear that Thompson was shaped as an author by aesthetic and cultural-
contextual considerations and sympathies in addition to economic forces.
Thompson used the careers of those writers he admired as models on the role of the writer 
and on what could and could not be done in writing, even as he sought to find his own voice 
as a writer: 
41 The Proud Highway, 278.
42 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 184.
43 “Last Tango in Vegas: Fear and Loathing in the Near Room,” The Great Shark Hunt, 589.
44 Matthew Joseph Bruccoli, Some Sort of Grandeur: The Life of F. Scott Fitzgerald, Second Revised Edition. (Columbia, 
South Carolina: University of South Carolina Press, 2002), 217. First published New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
1981. See also Bruccoli in “Introduction” to Matthew Joseph Bruccoli, ed., New Essays on The Great Gatsby (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1985). 
45 Richard Anderson, “Gatsby’s Long Shadow,”  Matthew Joseph Bruccoli, ed., New Essays on The Great Gatsby, 26. 
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 ...there is a school of thought (Oswald Spengler) which has classified men in one of two 
categories: the action men and the thought men...A good writer stands above movements, 
neither a leader nor a follower, but a bright white golf ball in a fairway of wind-blown 
daisies...I was talking about the need to impose oneself on reality and the difference 
between action men and thought men...it’s obvious that the need is there and that the 
two categories of men have different ways of doing it. And it seems that the ones who 
are either unable or unwilling to impose themselves on life through their actions are the 
ones who succeed most significantly in the thought (or writing, in this case) category. Now 
Hemingway seems to have done it from both angles: he’s not even bothered – or possibly 
not been able – to create his own world in his books (à la Joyce, James, Faulkner, Proust, 
etc.) but he’s mastered reality and still managed to become one hell of a writer as well. 
(There are others, of course, but Hemingway serves as such a good example because his 
life and times are so familiar as to apply in our day.)46
It is clear from this 1958 letter that Thompson was particularly concerned with the role of the 
writer in society but also with the viability of writing as a vocation, even at the relatively young 
age of twenty-one. 
The early stages of his development of a professional writer’s persona took place in the 
midst of a revolution in American publishing: the postwar decades saw the advent of the 
paperback publishing industry in the United States. As Thomas Bonn claims,
 Paperback publishing came of age in the United States in the fifteen years following World 
War II. A handful of companies emerged from the welter of hardcover and softcover 
reprint operations that existed during this period. They became the leading imprints within 
mass market book publishing and have to this day directed the course of the popular book 
industry in America.47
Bonn argues in Heavy Traffic & High Culture (1990) that the rise of the New American Library 
through the 1940s and 1950s is emblematic of developments taking place in U.S. publishing 
such as a greater emphasis on volume and low price, an emphasis on quality at low price, and 
a focus on comprehensive market coverage, the last-mentioned leading to a ubiquity of sales 
racks of books in American shops. It is understandable that in an economic environment in 
which books were increasingly a mass commodity that was readily available for purchase at a 
variety of venues, Thompson would conceive of the writing vocation in commercial terms. 
It also meant that, in addition to being the son of a librarian with assumed easy access 
to printed material, Thompson could also easily afford, even given his limited means, access 
to a wide variety of quality books, both classic and contemporary. Indeed, Bonn points out 
specifically that the New American Library (NAL) endeavored to provide its customers with a 
selection that included the works of Hemingway and Faulkner, as well as Orwell and Salinger, 
46 Letter to Larry Callen, 1958, The Proud Highway, 129-130. 
47 Thomas Bonn, Heavy Traffic & High Culture (New York: Meridian Books, 1990), 1. 
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even as they catered to the “lower” end of the market with such writers as Mickey Spillane and 
Ian Fleming.48  
Thompson remained acutely preoccupied with the financial aspects of writing throughout 
his career, even as he experimented with form and approach. His feuds with Jann Wenner, the 
publisher of Rolling Stone, became the stuff of legend, and publishing house executives like Ian 
Ballantine,49 who worked with Thompson on Hell’s Angels, learned quickly that advances and 
fees for expenses could be both an effective stick and carrot to goad Thompson to complete 
a given project.50 As we shall see below, Thompson often ranted about the petty attitudes he 
perceived in the publishing ranks and seemed equally upset about his dependence on their 
benevolence for his income. Yet, he was not above petty financial retribution of his own or 
above abusing corporate credit.51 
However, there appears to have been little hesitancy on his part to pursue a literary career 
despite its lack of financial stability, a desire that was already manifesting itself during his high 
school years. At Male High School, a prominent college preparatory school, he excelled in 
English and was an outspoken member of the Athenaeum Literary Association, even as he 
delivered sub-par performances in other subjects and clashed with the local law enforcement 
authorities of Louisville.52 
It was at this point in his reading career that Thompson became to some degree obsessed 
with J.P. Donleavy’s controversial novel The Ginger Man; as one Louisville acquaintance later 
put it in an interview, Thompson lived out “the whole bar scene, the kind of rugged, masculine 
macho approach to life.”53 Donleavy was a very different writer from Hemingway, even if his 
work expressed the same sensibilities with respect to the roles men and women played. A much 
more verbose writer than Hemingway, Donleavy is another component in Thompson’s exposure 
to literature and education as a writer. In The Ginger Man, Donleavy provided Thompson with 
a template of the artist as a misfit through the figure of Sebastian Dangerfield. Dangerfield is a 
misfit only because he refuses to conform to the standards of society, but is in many ways still 
tied to what can be termed traditional male archetypes: 
48 Bonn, 114-118 (on NAL and Fleming); 205-212 (on NAL and Spillane); 190-195 (NAL publishing The Catcher in the Rye); 
186 (NAL stresses the significance of bringing Orwell to the masses); 41-46 (NAL and Hemingway); 34-36 (NAL reprints 
Faulkner).   
49 Ballantine is reported to have stated with respect to the publication of Hell’s Angels that “We’ll never get a book [from 
Thompson], but I had a wonderful time.” See Perry, 112.
50 Still it could backfire, witness the twenty-five thousand dollar bill for an article on the Ali-Foreman fight in 1974 that was 
never filed. See Perry, 212. 
51 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 215, on Thompson’s dispute with 
Wenner about expenses that led him to resign from Rolling Stone.  
52 Thompson’s academic ranking in his senior year was 241 out of a class of 251. On national standardized tests he took in 
junior year, however, he scored in the 99th percentile for social studies, the 92nd for mathematics, and the 91st for English. 
See Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 68.
53 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 57.
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 I think moments like sitting here should be preserved. I’d like friends to visit me at my 
house and maybe have a cocktail cabinet but nothing vulgar. And Marion could make nice 
little bits. Olives. And kids playing on the lawn. Wouldn’t mind a room a bit on the lines 
of this. Fox on the mantelpiece and funereal fittings. Outside the world, I think is driven. 
And I’m right out in front. To keep friends, photographs and letters. Me too. And women 
stealing alimony for young lovers. Wrinkled buttocks astride rosewood chairs, weeping 
signing each check. Become a lover of women over fifty. They’re the ones looking for it. 
Good for O’Keffe. But he might balk. A knowledgeable man but a botcher. And now get 
that check. I want to see dollars. Thousands of them. Want to see them all over me to pave 
the streets of me choosey little soul.54
His drug of choice is alcohol, his sexual orientation is heterosexual in the extreme, and his 
instincts are proprietary. Like Thompson, Dangerfield is also preoccupied with money, if only to 
finance his artistic career and hedonistic lifestyle. Using the language and cadences of Irish yarn 
spinners, Donleavy presented Thompson with a contemporary model that was even more in 
tune with Thompson’s own sensibilities than the authors previously discussed. By packaging this 
model in a story told using wordy, hyperbolic prose, Donleavy both pointed Thompson in the 
direction of a lifestyle and provided him with a new touchstone with respect to style that was 
very different from the clean and efficient prose of Hemingway and Fitzgerald or the somber 
complexities of Faulkner. 
Hemingway, however, remained a model; there is a need in both Hemingway and 
Thompson to have, to truly possess, an experience before committing it to paper in any form, 
fiction or otherwise. In this respect, Thompson’s dual reputation as both a young socialite and 
a juvenile delinquent mesh; as a young man wishing to rise in the world, he could be expected 
to network with the upper classes of Louisville, but, as a writer, he would want to gain the 
experiences Hemingway had found in war and violent sport and Donleavy in raucous living in 
Ireland. It did not appear to hamper him in these latter endeavors that the shock value was far 
greater among the Louisville socialite set than would have been the case among the city’s lower 
social strata; in point of fact, his friends were, up to a point, willing to cover for him in his more 
destructive moments if only because he was such an exotic creature in their perspective:
  As Hunter got older, the stuff he did seemed to get more and more serious. You might 
say it switched from pranks to vandalism. There was a group that called themselves the 
Wreckers – I’ve always suspected Hunter was one of them, but it was never proved – that 
was behind two serious vandalism incidents in the east end of the town. One of them was 
at Louisville Collegiate School, where they got in and tore the place up as much as they 
could. And then they vandalized the Highland Presbyterian Church – they broke in and cut 
off the left sleeves of all the choir robes, among other things, and they left a note: “We’re 
the Wreckers and we’re here to cause trouble.”55
54 J.P. Donleavy, The Ginger Man (London: Corgi Books, 1963), 31. 
55 Jann S. Wenner and Corey Seymour, Gonzo: The Life of Hunter S. Thompson (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 
2007), 17. 
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As a tradition in American writing, this seeking out of the true experience can be traced 
further back to the Realists of the turn of the century and their contemporaries in journalism, the 
muckrakers.56 Writers like Edith Wharton and Frank Norris tapped into the experiences gained 
in the various environs in which they lived and traveled to make profound statements about 
developments in American society in a fashion that was arguably closer to their readership’s 
home than their predecessors had done.57 In particular Norris utilized the differentials between 
the social classes to his advantage: in what is arguably his finest book, McTeague (1899), Norris 
exposed San Francisco’s underbelly to a middle and upper class that had little notion of what 
was going on the other side of the tracks.58 Himself the son of a prosperous businessman, 
and a former Berkeley undergraduate and Harvard graduate student, Norris lived among the 
working classes long enough to be able to present an intimate portrait of their world to the less 
knowledgeable compatriots of his privileged youth. 
Similarly, the muckraking journalists of the Progressive era sought to create awareness by 
confronting their readers with the raw truths they uncovered as they investigated the various 
abuses of politics and industry in the late nineteenth century. There was a distinctly didactic bent 
to the writing of the muckrakers and their novelist brethren, a sense of needing to educate their 
audience that likewise would become apparent in Thompson’s work. 
1.1.5   A Sudden Break in the Narrative: Thompson’s Incarceration in 
Louisville and His Forced Induction into the Military
As a teenager, Thompson’s endeavors were initially seen more as the desperate lashing out of an 
individual who was extremely bored than the actions of a young man despairing of the confines 
of Louisville society: 
 I think he saw his contemporaries carrying on, and he was unable to do so himself. And 
this turned from hurt and disappointment to anger and rage and frustration. I think that 
accounts for some of the violence and vandalism, too.59
There were those who saw deeper motives in his deeds: 
56 Louis Filler provides an interesting “composite” of the typical Muckraker journalist in The Muckrakers (Stanford, California: 
Stanford University Press, 1993). Based on a 1976 reworking of Crusaders for American Liberalism (New York: Harcourt 
Brace, 1939). Filler also points out, in the preface, the link between the rise of the Muckrakers and the advent of large 
circulation periodicals as well as an increase in American educational levels, a central point in the Introduction to this work. 
57 See Joseph R. McElrath and Jesse S. Crisler, “Frank Norris’s Place in American Cultural History,” Frank Norris: A Life 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2006); Shari Benstock, No Gifts from Chance: A Biography of Edith Wharton (Austin: 
University of Texas Press), Chapter 4. 
58 Frank Norris, McTeague (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1982).
59 Neville Blakemore, a childhood friend of Thompson’s, as cited in Carroll, Hunter: The Strange and Savage Life of Hunter 
S. Thompson, 56.
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 I think Hunter always hated what Louisville stood for. What it stood for then and what it 
will always stand for. It’s a boring, provincial, middle-class family-oriented town that has 
nothing going for it except the Derby two minutes a year. The bottom line is that Hunter 
would not have wanted to fit in.60
In the spring of his senior year, Thompson wrote an “Open Letter to the Youth of Our 
Nation” that was published in the Athenaeum Spectator and later reprinted in The Proud 
Highway.61 It asked:
 Young people of America...Do you realize that you are rapidly becoming a doomed 
generation?62
That spring of 1955 proved to be a watershed moment in Thompson’s life: shortly after he 
won an award for the “Open Letter,” he was expelled from Male High and sent to jail for assault 
and robbery. Thereafter, he found himself an outcast in Louisville society. Fittingly, this occurred 
at the peak of his obsession with Sebastian Dangerfield. What had started as a teenage prank, 
one of many in Thompson’s high school career, quickly escalated into a confrontation that led 
to Thompson being arrested. Thompson’s high school years were spent vacillating between 
moments of inspired brilliance, such as his work for the Athenaeum, and the planning and 
execution of a series of elaborate pranks, some of which went well beyond the boundaries 
of teenage exuberance.63 This particular confluence of events, the publication of an award-
winning essay and his arrest for assault and robbery, can be seen as the culmination of the 
ambivalent approach Thompson had taken to life in Louisville; he was now a recognized talent 
as a writer who was shunned for his felonious acts.  At just shy of eighteen, Thompson was 
sentenced to 60 days in jail, after which he would be required to serve three years’ probation or 
a stint in the armed services.64 This sentence would be handed down despite the intervention of 
some of Louisville’s more influential citizens, who pleaded for leniency on Thompson’s behalf, 
and a request by the purported victims that the charges be dropped.65 Significantly, none of 
his accomplices, all sons of prominent Kentuckians, were convicted of serious crimes: his friend 
Sam Stallings was allowed to plea bargain down to a misdemeanor offence that only carried a 
fifty-dollar fine.
It was Thompson, however, who got the last word, even as he prepared to be inducted 
60 Anne Willis Noonan, friend of Thompson’s, as cited in Carroll, Hunter: The Strange and Savage Life of Hunter S. 
Thompson, 57. 
61 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 60-73.
62 The Proud Highway, 3.
63 Both Whitmer and Carroll contain detailed testimonies and descriptions of Thompson’s more striking feats of mayhem. 
Thompson himself wrote explicitly about his youthful transgressions in Kingdom of Fear. See also McKeen, Outlaw 
Journalist, 11-20. 
64 McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 19-21.
65 Ibid, 19.
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into the United States Air Force:
 
 It was early in the morning – very early, around 4 A.M. The black Chevrolet, lights out, 
cruised silently to a stop directly across the street from the house of a Male High teacher 
who had aided and abetted Officer Dotson’s pogrom. The tranquility of a hot August night 
came to a rude and shattering halt as a salvo of full beer bottles hailed through the front 
windows. As lights popped on inside the house, the Chevy slunk away, only to return.
  “There was a teacher who lived just off eastern Parkway,” Norvin Green recalled. 
“Hunter trashed the house by throwing bottle after bottle through the windows. Hunter 
was determined to get his revenge. More than once. On succeeding nights! He thought 
this was a fairly nice way to get revenge, a sort of terrorist tactic. Hunter was always an 
anarchist in his philosophy.”
  For the Louisville police department, the “short list” of potential terrorists was a very 
short “short list.” But by the time they could do anything, Hunter had left for the Air 
Force.66
1.2  Airborne: Thompson as an Apprentice Journalist at the Eglin Air 
Force Base Command Courier
After being released from jail, Thompson joined the Air Force, where he would initially be 
assigned to radio electronics school.67 The shock of this sudden exposure to the regimented life 
of both incarceration and the military doubtless left an indelible mark on Thompson.68 Indeed 
Thompson’s term in the Louisville County Jail, as brief as it may have been, resonates in his life 
and work: he repeatedly refers to how easy it is to wind up in prison in America, often uses 
prison as a metaphor, and entitled the final part of Songs of the Doomed “Welcome to the 
Nineties, Welcome to Jail.” Towards the end of his life, he also led the successful protest to free 
Lisl Auman, a woman he believed had been unjustly sentenced to a life term in Colorado.69  
There are, therefore, grounds for making claims with respect to the effect of prison on 
young Thompson. Thompson can hardly be said to have suffered anything near the travails of 
writers who have endured other forms of confinement, for example, Kurt Vonnegut (P.O.W. 
camp) and  Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn (Soviet gulag);70 yet given his youth at the time of his 
incarceration, just short of 18, and its immediate effect on his life — he failed to graduate from 
high school with his class and was ostracized from Louisville society — it certainly gave him 
66 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 72.
67 Ibid., 74-79.
68 Douglas Kennedy, “Editor’s Note,” in The Proud Highway, xxii: “‘The police lie,’ Thompson wrote from his cell. ‘Injustice is 
rampant.’ ” Thompson’s jail correspondence has not been released in toto, owing to his youth and the circumstances when 
he wrote them, but this excerpt makes clear Thompson’s nascent anger at being incarcerated.  
69 Matthew L. Moseley, Dear Dr. Thompson: Felony Murder, Hunter S. Thompson, and the Last Gonzo Campaign (Denver, 
Colorado: Ghost Road Press, 2010). 
70 The most bizarre example is probably Jim Thompson, author of The Grifters and The Killer Inside Me who was born in 
a jailhouse. 
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pause.71   In the context of the present study, it suffices to say that it must have driven home the 
message that boundaries were easily transgressed but the consequences of such transgressions 
were not easily avoided in the American society of the 1950s, particularly if the individual 
committing these acts lacked money or social stature. Writing, if nothing else, offered a way 
to break the rules that need not lead to public shunning or, worse, the loss of one’s freedom. 
This was a valuable lesson to a young man who so valued his freedom and had little to fall back 
on but his own wits and creativity. Even if the experience itself was not nearly as profound as 
the experiences of the authors mentioned above, the insight gained was. In this respect, the 
authorities may have incarcerated the man, but they liberated the writer: 
 …the laws change and I don’t. How I stand vis-à-vis the law at any given moment depends 
on the law. The law can change from state to state, from nation to nation, from city to city. 
I guess I have to go by a higher law. How’s that? Yeah, I consider myself a road man for the 
lords of karma.72
 
Initially, Thompson was devastated by this turn of events in his life; when in the mid-1960s 
he focused his attention on the Hell’s Angels, however, his standing and experience as a social 
outcast and ex-convict was a means of gaining access to the Angels’ world and provided him 
with insight into the Angels’ mindset.73 In this respect, Thompson’s youthful spree of crime and 
destruction delivered dividends beyond anything he could have hoped for as a writer. 
Additionally, the sentence handed down to Thompson sent him even further down the 
“Proud Highway,” the path of the independent freelancer as denoted by Thompson. After 
attending electronics school at Scott Air Force Base in Illinois, Thompson was assigned to 
Eglin Air Force Base in Fort Walton Beach, Florida, where he would be reassigned to the post 
of sports editor for the Eglin Air Force Base Command Courier.74 Both assignments, radio 
electronics and journalism, are representative of obsessions that came to dominate Thompson’s 
life and career. Thompson retained a lifelong fascination with technology that started with 
youthful experimentation with reel-to-reel tape recorders and progressed through military 
radio electronics to an addiction to televised news and sports broadcasts and a slavish reliance 
on early-generation fax machines, which he dubbed the “mojo wire.”75 Yet, there always 
71 Much later, Thompson wrote “Many wild and desperate years have whirled through my life since my one and only 
experience as a certified Victim of the law enforcement process. The lesson I learned there was never to go back there 
again. Period. It was not Necessary. My jail mates had called me ‘The President’ and beautiful girls came to visit me on 
Thursday afternoons, but I had better sense than to feel any pride about it.” See Kingdom of Fear, 35. 
72 Anita Thompson, ed., Salon.com Interview (February 3, 2003) Ancient Gonzo Wisdom: Interviews with Hunter S. 
Thompson (Cambridge Massachusetts: Da Capo Press, 2009), 318. 
73 See Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 69-71 for more information on Thompson’s term in jail and his reaction to 
incarceration.
74 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 24-25 and Whitmer, Aquarius Revisited 
, 74-79. See also James P. Goss, “Hunter S. Thompson: The Airman at Eglin,” Pop Culture Florida (Sarasota, Florida: 
Pineapple Press, Inc., 2000). 
75 As reported in Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 58-59, Thompson was obsessed with the possibilities provided by 
portable voice recording devices.
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remained an underlying current of aggression towards devices of the modern age: Thompson 
was notorious for destroying vending machines that crossed him, and his attitude towards 
automobiles and motorcycles was a co-mingling of atavistic worship and a near-suicidal search 
for the perfect wreck.76 
1.2.1  Genre Bender: “Voodoo at the Orange Bowl” and Thompson’s 
Attitude towards Sports Writing as Métier 
Thompson’s subsequent assignment as a sports editor for the Command Courier formalized a 
passion for sports bred in Kentucky and limned it to a habit he had already developed early into 
his tour of duty in the Air Force: a prodigious production of correspondence to various friends 
from his high school days, who were now scattered across the U.S. at various colleges.77 In this, 
Thompson’s first paid writing job, he developed an early inclination to bend the rules, both 
institutional and artistic, to meet his needs. In truth, however, the rules were primed to be bent 
at this time. As David Sumner points out, by the mid-1950s, Americans were “ready to relax 
and enjoy the good times, and that meant they were also ready for a new sensibility in their 
periodicals that befit the mood, and the prosperity, of the land.” As Sumner puts it,
 While the 1950s are usually depicted in the stereotypical image of the “Leave it to Beaver” 
TV family, the public’s appetite for new types of magazines portrays a different image. June 
Cleaver might have been secretly reading the National Enquirer, while Wally and Beaver 
might have been upstairs looking at Playboy pictures and laughing at Mad cartoons.78
Sumner posits that five magazines which were launched in the 1950s symbolized the trends 
and tendencies in American periodicals for the next half century: TV Guide, Sports Illustrated, 
Playboy, Mad, and National Enquirer. He focuses solely on the indicatory value of the content of 
these publications arguing that they represent television, leisure, sexual revolution, adolescence 
as a significant life phase, and the advent of celebrity. Sports Illustrated and National Enquirer 
set the stage for specialized mass-market national periodicals where previously this market had 
been a localized market of lower-circulation publications. Mad, meanwhile, marked a similar 
national approach to the specific genre of adolescent humor and would be followed by the 
National Lampoon in 1970, a successful transplant of college humor from the extremely localized 
76 As Michael Solheim reports in Carroll, Hunter: The Strange and Savage Life of Hunter S. Thompson, 102-103, Thompson 
once destroyed a Nash Rambler station wagon by shooting it with a .44 and then pushing it off a cliff. Thompson claims 
to have blown up a Ford by setting it on fire, shooting it with a .44, and then pushing it off of a cliff: “The explosion was 
ungodly. It nearly blew us into the ocean. I had no idea what ten gallons of gas in an English Ford could do.” See Perry, 124.
77 McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 22-23. McKeen sees a direct link between Thompson’s letter-writing activities in prison and 
his letters in the Air Force. He notes that Thompson felt that letters helped him to “objectify” the events in his life, by which 
Thompson meant to distill “truth from chaos.” 
78 David E. Sumner, The Magazine Century: American Magazines since 1900 (New York: Peter Lang, 2010), 117.
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market of college campuses to a mass-market audience.79 By the time Thompson arrived at the 
Command Courier, a U.S. military service periodical which also covered general interest topics, 
American audiences were ready for a more irreverent and more rarified presentation of sports, 
even if the U.S. Air Force authorities overseeing the Courier were not.
As the sports editor for the Command Courier, Thompson adopted the vivid eccentric style 
of his letters to the format of a sports column. It is interesting to note the detail brought to a 
piece such as “Voodoo at the Orange Bowl” and the added fabrications used to heighten the 
import of what is actually being reported. Thompson was not about to let the mandate of a 
military in-house publication sports column deny him the opportunity to flex his creative muscle. 
Traditional sports reporting demands adherence to the basics of expository writing. First of 
all, it must always be made clear as soon as possible what is at stake, who the main figures in 
the story are, when and where the events transpired, and how events being reported in the story 
unfolded. Sports writing was, in the 1950s, generally even more conservative in its adherence 
to these rules than other areas of reporting, perhaps because the background of many sports 
journalists of the day was more sports oriented than rooted in writing and literature.80 This 
is not to say that there were no writers of literary quality to be found among the ranks of 
American sportswriters, simply that they were fewer in number than among their counterparts 
in the fields of local and political reporting and international correspondence.81 Secondly, sports 
writing was, and often still is, low threshold, in the sense that little prior knowledge is assumed 
on the part of the reader. Articles were meant to be as self-contained as possible; even if a given 
reader had not kept up with events for a number of weeks, that individual was still supposed 
to be able to comprehend a story on a given game or a specific trade or deal made by a team. 
It is not unheard of in the case of irregular reports on obscure sports, such as those that are 
included in the Olympics, for a rudimentary explanation of the rules to be provided to aid the 
reader. Finally, sports writing was considered the realm of objective journalism: the journalist 
was first and foremost to report those events and situations which could actually be verified to 
have taken place.82 
In “Voodoo at the Orange Bowl,” the news being reported, that new rules prevented the 
University of Oklahoma’s National College Football Champion team from being invited to the 
79 For more on the college humor periodicals and the rise of National Lampoon, see Dennis Perrin, Mr. Mike: The Life and 
Work of Michael O’Donoghue (New York: Avon Books, 1998).  See also Josh Karp, A Futile and Stupid Gesture: How Doug 
Kenney and National Lampoon Changed Comedy Forever (Chicago: Chicago Review Press, 2006). 
80 A point illustrated in David Halberstam, Summer of ’49 (New York: Avon Books, 1990). Halberstam writes at length about 
the qualities and characters of the sportswriters covering the 1949 pennant race between the Boston Red Sox and the New 
York Yankees, events that took place just six years before Thompson began at the Command Courier.
81 Thompson particularly admired the writing of Grantland Rice (1880-1954). Rice wrote for the New York Evening Mail, 
New York Tribune, and the New York Sun. His column was syndicated nationally in 1930. Thompson applied for the 
Grantland Rice scholarship at Vanderbilt University in 1957, but was turned down. 
82 The classic news story formula actually resembles the (inverted) triangle model familiar to everyone who has taken 
university composition courses: start with a headline statement to grab attention, then define the context of the news 
item at hand, describe what is at stake, report the events, and define their significance: in other words, who, what, where, 
when, how, and why.  
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Orange Bowl (one of a number of college football prize matches between invitee teams) is barely 
discernible. This is, in essence, a short story for sports insiders who are already knowledgeable 
about what is being discussed. And if no voodoo dolls were present at this meeting, Thompson 
appears to suggest that perhaps there should have been. They were in fact dutifully added by 
Thompson, following the adage he had picked up from Faulkner that the best fiction is far more 
true than journalism:83
 We can easily imagine the tearful scene ... we can see the members of the committee 
slumped in their chairs, expressions of glazed agony on their chalk-white faces, listening 
to the chairman announce that Colorado will be invited to play ... At this point we can see 
one of the more high-strung members of the group leaping to his feet and, with a wild 
cry, jamming a huge pin through the midsection of one a group of battered voodoo dolls 
lying in the middle of the table. The thoroughly pierced dolls, representing members of 
the ruling body of the Big Seven conference, had doubtlessly absorbed brutal torture up 
to that point ... The Orange Bowl howled like a disinherited son; but to no avail. The Big 
Seven stood firm on its ruling and the deed was done.84
Yet, given what is stated above, there is good reason why Thompson’s approach met with 
an enthusiastic response. In their irreverence and reliance on insider information, articles like 
“Voodoo” appealed to the new sensibilities evidenced by the advent of Mad Magazine and the 
growing market for specialized background periodicals such as Sports Illustrated. The question 
was the degree to which the two could be successfully combined, both from a literary and a 
market-economic perspective. In the coming years, this proved to be a primary challenge for 
Thompson as he developed his style and sought to establish a niche in the literary market.  
Even as a sports writer for the Eglin Command Courier, his first real foray into journalism 
and professional writing, he was bending the format to meet his own demands; the modes of 
expression he employed were not those of the standard sports journalist, but more interpretive, 
more subjective, and far less informative. In “Voodoo at the Orange Bowl,” the primary issue is 
not the decision reached to exclude a specific team from the competition but the reasons why 
exclusion of any team in this situation would be considered at all. Whereas a more traditional 
sportswriter would report the decision of the governing board of the Orange Bowl, then 
describe the consequences of such a measure, providing his or her perspective on the decision 
made, Thompson injects his own viewpoints into the narrative as it unfolds in his coverage. He 
believes the decision to be one that has been “conjured up” by the faceless bureaucracy of 
collegiate American football. Likewise, he is of the opinion that it is a morally corrupt decision; 
banning the University of Oklahoma simply to provide diversity in the finals is a craven bid for 
greater popularity of the Orange Bowl. It is a ruling aimed at market share and not one rooted 
in sportsmanship. Thus, the voodoo dolls make their appearance and the board members 
83 See Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Other Stories, 208.
84 “Voodoo at the Orange Bowl,” as excerpted in Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 81.
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are portrayed as being slaves to instincts beyond their control. In essence, the entire reality 
presented here is one skewed through Thompson’s sensibilities; reality is being tailored to meet 
Thompson’s perspective and provide the reader with the vicarious experience of the emotions 
and associations Thompson had when first confronted with the news himself. As such, the news 
that is thus important in this coverage is not simply what happened but how it affected what, 
by definition, must be a spectator with a great deal of investment in the proceedings. Therefore, 
if Thompson feels this strongly about the exclusion of the Oklahoma team, so too should the 
reader.  A story presented in this fashion needs no editorializing because it is editorializing of 
the highest degree in and of itself. It is not “fact” being presented here, but the “truth,” albeit 
the truth according to Hunter Thompson. 
It is interesting that Thompson, a novice writer unacquainted with the New York and San 
Francisco literary worlds and lacking the benefit of the college experience, had developed an 
approach to the problem of writing to suit the particular demands of the Air Force without 
sacrificing his autonomy as a creative writer that had characteristics of the new approaches 
being developed by those writers who would form the main body of New Journalism.85 He 
simply reshaped whatever news he was working on into a narrative that met his need for a 
creative outlet and provided insight into the underlying issues at hand, which, in Thompson’s 
view, were of greater import than the game or decision by a governing body being reported. It 
was a tactic that did not go unrewarded in that he gained an instant if somewhat rudimentary 
following of readers.86 This should have been a lesson well learned as he left the Air Force and 
sought to make his way in the world as a freelance writer.      
Unfortunately, it proved to be a lesson he initially chose to ignore. Likely, the hothouse 
environment of the Air Force led him to believe that “real” press organizations, catering to 
less specific audiences — the Eglin Command Courier contained, in addition to Thompson’s 
musings on sports, such articles as “Ten Tips on Water Safety: Never Swim Alone” — would be 
less willing to provide him with the proper license to report items in the style he had developed 
in the service.87 The U.S. military is known as an organization that, while requiring a healthy 
respect for the concept of “chain of command,” tends to bestow a good degree of latitude on 
those individuals assigned specialist and leadership duties:88 Thompson had to answer to base 
command, but was provided with a good deal of freedom in compiling and editing the sports 
page in the Courier.89 Assumedly, he would not have been granted such latitude in an entry-
level civilian position. The Courier, furthermore, was essentially a subsidized endeavor, given its 
U.S.A.F. affiliation, and thus did not have to worry about the same market considerations as a 
commercial periodical.  
85 While Thompson never enrolled in a formal degree program, he did take courses at Florida State College and Columbia 
University. The doctorate he often affected was, however, based on a mail order diploma.
86 See Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 80-81; The Proud Highway, 31. 
87 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 80. 
88 Brian O’Keefe, “Meet the New Face of Business Leadership,” Fortune, April 5, 2010, No 4, 60-71.  
89 McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 29. 
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It appears that Thompson initially felt that reporting of any kind was a concession, and he 
still defined true writing as the composition of fiction:
 How many newspapers are there in the country today that actually command the respect 
of anyone who knows a damned thing about journalism? I’d have a hard time counting 
to ten. And that’s where we come to the pith and substance of the whole problem: since 
journalism has lost its ability to command respect as a profession, it has sunk to the level 
of “just another job.” Where salary used to be secondary, it is now primary. Whereas 
journalism formerly attracted top talent in spite of a generally low salary scale it has now 
reduced itself to a level where it has to compete with related fields (PR, Advertising, TV, 
etc.) on their terms. 
 ...
 So there you have it: journalism, for my money, has nearly tumbled head over heels in its 
hurry to toss away its integrity and compromise with the public taste, the mass intellect, 
and the self-sighted demands of profit-hungry advertisers ... Sacrificing good men to 
journalism is like sending William Faulkner to work for Time magazine.90
1.2.2   The Eglin Command Courier
The Air Force, an organization not particularly known for its willingness to indulge creative 
license, opted to let Thompson continue on as an editor despite his alleged crimes against the 
standards of objective journalism. Thompson’s version of the story was that he made life for his 
commanding officer, Col. William S. Evans, a living hell.91 Evans was assumedly so distracted 
with his other responsibilities that he had little time or energy to deal with one wayward 
journalist airman, but there is certainly reason to doubt the veracity of this claim.92 Thompson 
received an honorable discharge from the Air Force in 1957, and though Col. Evans claimed 
some degree of dismay with Thompson’s military bearing and his attitude towards authority, 
he went on record to say that he believed Thompson to be a promising young writer who had 
produced some outstanding sports writing.93 Thus, as distracted as Evans may have been with 
other duties, he had taken the time to read Thompson’s copy and had found it worthy of merit. 
In this respect, he was not alone. 
Thompson had put the Command Courier on the map, so to speak. His articles in this air 
base newsletter gained a readership that stretched to the campuses of Yale and Princeton.94 
Thompson made sure that his work not only made it to press, but was distributed to college 
90 Letter to Jerome H. Walker, December 7, 1958, The Proud Highway, 142 
91 Evans was Thompson’s commanding officer but his direct superior was Lieutenant Colonel Frank Campbell. Campbell 
was a former Boston Globe reporter who Thompson claimed in one letter would arrange for Thompson to get a job at the 
Atlanta Constitution. See The Proud Highway, p. 66. Campbell predicted that Thompson would one day be the Hemingway 
of his generation. See The Proud Highway, 95.
92 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 81.
93 From the reprint of Eglin AFB correspondence, 23 August, 1957, in The Great Shark Hunt, 14.
94 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 81.
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campuses across the nation. It is fair to say that what these students, and the airmen back at 
Eglin, received was vastly different from the standard fare on sports found in major newspapers 
at that time. The Air Force may not be in the business of fostering literary talent, but it is certainly 
receptive to keeping the troops contented as long as this does not interfere with the actual tasks 
of national defense.95 If Thompson’s work was gaining readership, getting airmen to read the 
Command Courier, and providing entertainment, so be it. This does, however, beg the question 
of why audiences were receptive to this approach to sports writing at that particular moment in 
time. The answer is television.
1.2.3 A Sensibility Made for Television
In Understanding Media, Marshall McLuhan argues that new developments in communications 
technology are significant beyond their ability to transmit information.96 A society that is literate 
is different from a pre-literate society not just in that it can more efficiently transmit and store 
large amounts of information, but because readers and writers have a dramatically different 
perspective on the world around them than storytellers and orators and their audiences. As 
McLuhan points out, writing makes possible modes of argumentation and conceptual structures 
not available to oral cultures.97 Similarly, once writing has become a predominant form of 
information transmission and conservation, some of the traditions and conventions present in 
an oral culture will become redundant or meaningless. In oral cultures, the concept that one’s 
word is one’s bond is of critical importance. Likewise, personal testimony is considered invaluable 
in ascertaining the truth. In literate societies, written proof is paramount, and personal opinions 
tend to be considered suspect unless corroborated by objective evidence. In literate societies, 
objectivity and quantifiable evidence tend to be preferred to opinion and personal experience.98 
Science as we know it exists by virtue of modern societies being literate, but not just because 
literacy is a useful tool, but because the tool has given our culture the perspective and cultural 
bias needed to be researchers. After all, oral traditions tend to assume a subjective note in the 
retelling of any story or history, thus making every rendering of information a unique experience 
to specific audiences. It is the lifeblood of scientific endeavors undertaken in modernity that all 
of the participants in the process are privy to the exact same information and interpretations.
Cultures exposed to television, therefore, have a vastly different perspective with respect to 
their environments than non-television cultures.99 McLuhan is wont to point out that television, 
95 The U.S. military did have an Armed Forces Writers League which Thompson joined. See The Proud Highway, 16. 
96 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media (New York: New American Library, 1964), 23: “This is merely to say that the 
personal and social consequences of any medium – that is, of any extension of ourselves – result from the new scale that 
is introduced into our affairs by each extension of ourselves, or by any new technology.” 
97 Ibid., 87-88. In particular, 87: “The achievements of the Western world, it is obvious, are testimony to the tremendous 
values of literacy.” 
98 Ibid., 88, “Civilization is built on literacy because literacy is a uniform processing of a culture by a visual sense extended 
in space and time by the alphabet.” 
99 Ibid., 274-276. 
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as a “cool” medium (one that requires less involvement or ‘connect’ of its audiences), produces 
a greater sense of dispassion and irony, whereas print-based cultures tend to be “hotter.” In 
a print-based culture, there is, in the McLuhan perspective, a greater demand for involvement 
on the part of the information consumer as well as a defined position of objectivity on the part 
of the information producer.100 Granted, McLuhan pushes the hot and cool medium metaphor 
to and, at some points, beyond the limits of logic.101 It is hard to see how television, which in 
its programming includes shows (such as Fox’s O’Reilly Factor) whose discussion participants 
from extreme ends of the political continuum literally shout at each other, can be considered 
cool and ironic compared to the print journalism of The New York Times and the Chicago 
Tribune, yet there is a foundational validity to the thesis presented in Understanding Media 
that the introduction of a new medium to a society can and will shift that society’s cultural 
paradigm. In a culture infused with a television perspective and esthetic, different demands 
are placed on writers because the needs that must be met in writing are different from those 
in a non-television culture. In McLuhan’s conceptual realm, post-modernism, as a sensibility in 
literature and architecture, is only possible in a culture attuned to the disconnectedness and 
self-referential irony of television. 
If television provides the predominance of breaking news and data news (weather, sports, 
election results, etc.), the role required of print journalism shifts to providing in-depth reporting, 
experiential reporting, and expository journalism. After all, television’s strongest points are 
immediacy and image.102 It is much weaker at providing detailed explanation, which requires 
thought and review on the part of the receiver, and translating event into experience, which 
requires the ability to follow along with an individual’s inner thoughts and observations. In this 
respect, it is telling that the Pulitzer Prize committee added prize categories for General Non-
Fiction in 1962, Feature Writing in 1979, and Explanatory and Investigative Journalism in 1985, 
while eliminating the categories of General Reporting, Special Local Reporting, and General 
Local Reporting. They were doing nothing more than consecrating the shifting emphasis in 
journalism and providing, through the status of a marquee prize, legitimacy to the formats 
that had developed to accommodate these shifts and the underlying concomitant market 
demands.103 
Similarly, the more television becomes an integral part of daily life, the greater the need 
is for commentary that provides a counterweight to the flood of images pouring into our 
homes.104 It is telling that much of Thompson’s sports writing is on football. American football 
100 Ibid., 278-280, 288. 
101 A fulsome critique of McLuhan’s approach to media analysis is provided in Sydney Finkelstein, Sense and Nonsense of 
McLuhan (New York: International Publishers, 1968).    
102 Neil Postman, Amusing Ourselves to Death (London: Methuen, 1985), 85-90. 
103 For an insightful elaboration of the social and economic significance of prizes, see James F. English, The Economy of 
Prestige: Prizes, Awards, and the Circulation of Cultural Value (Cambridge Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2005).
104 In the early 1960s, McLuhan observed that the more television grew as a prominent medium, the greater the demand was 
for news magazines like Time and Newsweek, which he saw as television news supplements. See McLuhan, Understanding 
Media, 183.
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was the first sport to come to maturity in the television age and, to some extent, feels as if it 
were tailor-made to the medium. With its constant breaks of play, time-outs, and a division 
into four quarters, it is conveniently sequenced for televised advertising, the revenues of which 
are the life blood of the American television industry. Whereas previous generations of sports 
fans had been raised with the expectation that one either saw the game live, heard about it on 
the radio, or read about it in the paper, the generation raised in the 1950s was the first that 
came to assume that watching the game from one’s home was a given. Description in writing 
was, therefore, no longer a necessity in a society that was becoming increasingly “tuned in” to 
television. 
Thompson, in his editorial sports writing for the Command Courier, was meeting a demand 
for commentary, opinion, and even a visceral connection that television could not provide, while 
avoiding the redundancy of factual reporting that was no longer required.     
That Thompson adapted his letter-writing into a form of journalism is fitting in that correspondence 
is generally a contextual form of communication that assumes a shared experience or context 
and can thus be used to focus on providing opinion and personal experience. 
If such shifts in the communications paradigm are indicative of periods of possibility for 
literary innovators, careers like Thompson’s, which included multiple forays into experimental 
forms, first in the 1950s in the Air Force and later in the early 1970s for Scanlan’s and the Rolling 
Stone, are barometers of the condition of the literary community. In the 1950s and 1960s, 
magazine publishing, in terms of Thompson’s initial métier of short fiction, was indeed in a state 
of flux.105As Kurt Vonnegut put it later in the introduction to Bagombo Snuff Box:
 There was a crazy seller’s market for short stories in 1950. There were four weekly magazines 
that published three or more of the things in every issue. Six monthlies did the same ... But 
only three years after I left Schenectady, advertisers started withdrawing their money from 
magazines. The [stories] coming out of my typewriter were becoming as obsolete as buggy 
whips. One monthly that had bought several of my stories, Cosmopolitan, now survives as 
a harrowingly explicit sex manual.106 
Vonnegut’s experience highlights a development that took place at a precipitous pace in 
the U.S. magazine market in the period being discussed. Magazines featuring fiction either 
folded (The Saturday Evening Post in 1969, Life in 1972, both following years of financial 
105 See Kassia Boddy, The American Short Story since 1950 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2010), in particular, 
Chapter 3, which links shifts in short fiction writing and career possibilities to the demise of wide-circulation magazines. 
The decline of the general interest magazines and the subsequent rise of special interest magazines in discussed at length 
in David E. Sumner, The Magazine Century: American Magazines since 1900 (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2010). The 
demise of the “glossies” in the 1960s and 1970s is discussed in A.J. van Zuilen, The Life Cycle of Magazines (Uithoorn: 
Graduate Press, 1977). The rise of specialized periodicals in the 1950s and the trend towards copy compression as a 
mechanism for accommodating to changing sensibilities is discussed in Peterson, in particular chapters 12 (“Magazines for 
Everybody”) and 11 (“Expansion by Compression”). 
106 Vonnegut, “Introduction,” Bagombo Snuff Box, 7.
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problems) or shifted their emphasis away from fiction (the aforementioned Cosmopolitan).107 
In 1945, there were just ten thousand televisions in the United States. By 1960, this 
number was 60 million sets.108 This development was forcing groups in all walks of life to 
adjust their approach. Politicians had to adapt to the new soapbox of television; marketers 
to non-print advertising. As increasingly people turned their attention to television for their 
short fiction needs and shifted their attention from newspapers to the nightly news broadcasts, 
writers too were being challenged by this new development which simultaneously offered new 
opportunities while closing down others. 
In the sports arena, it is noteworthy that football became the first true sport of television 
in America. Thompson began his career writing about football, George Plimpton solidified his 
position in American journalism with a book on football, and writers from Norman Mailer to Don 
DeLillo have used football as a powerful metaphor in their writing.109 It is logical, in this context, 
that Thompson, as a sportswriter who eventually took on the role of political correspondent, 
was irresistibly drawn to Nixon, a politician who initially struggled but became savvy in the use 
of the medium that exerted so much force on Thompson’s vocation and who was equally adept 
in the language of the sport that had been given such primacy in American culture by grace of 
television. 110 Nixon and Thompson were both the indirect product of a medium they both had 
to come to grips with, but which never became their natural domain. And both were scholars 
of the premier sport of the American television era:
 …there was no avoiding the argument that pro football’s meteoric success in the 1960’s 
was directly attributable to its early marriage with network TV and a huge coast-to-coast 
audience of armchair fans who “grew up” – in terms of their personal relationship to the 
game – with the idea that football was something that happened every Sunday on the 
tube.111
107 See A.J. van Zuilen, The Life Cycle of Magazines (Uithoorn: Graduate Press, 1977), in particular Chapter 4, and Chapter 
5, section B.   
108 “Television,” The World Book Encyclopedia (Chicago: World Book Inc., 2003), 119. It is currently estimated by various 
sources that there are some 300 million televisions in the United States, or one for every person in the country.  
109 Plimpton’s Paper Lion (1962) was a pioneering work in experiential journalism; Mailer makes frequent references to 
football in The Armies of the Night (1968), and DeLillo’s Endzone (1971) makes the metaphoric link between football and 
nuclear war in a fictional literary work. 
110 One of the more prolific users of the football/politics metaphor was Richard Nixon, a politician with a pronounced hatred 
of television as a political tool, though he later became one of its more adroit manipulators. See Joe Mc Ginness, The Selling 
of the President 1968, (New York: Pocket Books, 1969). Nixon himself later became Thompson’s metaphor for all that he 
felt was wrong with American politics in particular and American society in general. His coverage of Nixon commenced, 
fittingly, with an article on Nixon and football:
“At one point I had a long conversation with him about pro football. I’d heard he was a fan, and earlier that night in a 
speech at a Chamber of Commerce banquet he’d said that he’d bet on Oakland in the Super Bowl. I was curious, and since 
Ray Price had arranged for me to ride back to Manchester in Nixon’s car, I took the opportunity to ask him about it. Actually, 
I suspected he didn’t know football from pig-hustling and that he mentioned it from time to time only because his wizards 
had told him it would make him seem like a regular guy. But I was wrong. Nixon knows football.” 
111 The Great Shark Hunt, 69-70.   
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1.3  Journeyman Journalist: Navigating the Dynamic Border Between 
Fact and Fiction in the Late 1950s and Early 1960s
Television had diminished one money market for writers, that of the short fictional story, but was 
opening up opportunities by creating and increasing the need for other forms of expression, 
notably feature writing. As Jon Franklin argues in Writing for Story, the rapid development 
of feature writing was born in part of the need for a new type of apprenticeship for writers: 
Franklin points out that in order for any literary community to produce well-rounded writers, 
there needs to be a form or forms of writing that can be practiced with little risk of time loss 
should the endeavor fail to produce the desired result.112 A short story is preferable as a format 
of expression to a neophyte writer in that it contains many of the same elements that one 
needs to master for a longer work, such as a play or novel, without requiring the same effort or 
investment of time to complete.113 Likewise, the short story is a preferred method of selecting 
or nurturing prospective writers by editors in that the same economy of scale can be applied 
to the work of the editor as well. It should also be pointed out that a short story requires little 
in terms of capital investment: it is a more efficient method of road-testing a new author on 
the public than a novel, play, or film and television script.114 In the nineteenth century and the 
first half of the twentieth century, the vibrant demand for short written fiction meant there 
was a ready-made practical school for budding writers in the popular magazines. In essence, 
given that American high-market large circulation magazines generally subsist on advertisement 
earnings, it can be argued there was previously a vast short story patronage system in the U.S. 
that ceased to exist with the collapse of the market for glossy magazines. 
Feature writing neatly squares the circle here by providing those writers who wish to 
perfect their skills at constructing stories with a mode of expression that also fulfilled the 
market’s need for background stories on the news being presented in newspaper daily bulletins 
and on the broadcast media. In feature stories, the conventions of the short story supplant the 
who-what-where formula to provide depth and a human dimension in order to supplement the 
flat dehumanized nature of a typical news bulletin. Character development, the protagonist-
antagonist dynamic, the significant details of setting, the signification of the passage of time, 
and the presence of an identifiable narrative arc are all qualities present in feature writing that 
are generally not present in standard reportage of a news item. 
Thompson found himself facing the consequences of this collapsing market for fiction 
112 Franklin, Writing for Story, 21-27.
113 Ibid., 27.      
114 In The Rough Guide to Cult Fiction, Thom Jones claims that one of the reasons he writes short fiction is that “If you 
write a story (in six weeks) and it doesn’t get published […] that’s not a big expenditure down the drain. Write a novel for 
three years and have that bomb, as most will – well, you might as well put a bullet through your brain.” See Paul Simpson, 
Micaela Bushell and Helen Rodiss, The Rough Guide to Cult Fiction (London: Haymarket Customer Publishing for Rough 
Guides, Ltd., 2005), 139.  
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early on in his career. His efforts at publishing short fiction met mostly with frustration. In the 
early 1960s, he did manage to publish “Burial at Sea” in Rogue for Men, but other attempts at 
short fiction languished.115 In this same period, from his discharge from the Air Force in 1957 
to his tour as a freelance foreign correspondent in Latin America in the early 1960s, he also 
started three novels, only one of which, The Rum Diary, was published in full in the author’s 
lifetime, and in the case of this work, it appeared some forty years after Thompson finished the 
first draft.116 
1.3.1  The Rum Diary, Etc.: Thompson’s Failed Attempts to Move into Fiction 
(1959-1962)
 
Thompson began work on The Rum Diary after a brief tenure at El Sportivo, a weekly sports 
supplement to the San Juan Star that focused primarily on bowling.117 Thompson had initially 
applied for a position on the Star itself, which at that time employed as one of its editors William 
Kennedy.118  Kennedy later went on to write Ironweed, for which he won the Pulitzer Prize for 
Fiction in 1984. Kennedy was not terribly impressed with Thompson’s employment credentials 
but admired his spirit; in their initial correspondence, Thompson referred to American journalism 
as suffering from dry rot. Kennedy offered to let Thompson submit an article for publication on 
the sad condition of the American press.119 Kennedy took a much dimmer view of a one-act 
play that Thompson later sent him for publication in the San Juan Star, telling Thompson to stick 
to writing fiction.120 Interestingly, he also was of the opinion that Thompson was probably not 
as exciting a journalist as Thompson thought himself to be.121
1.3.1.1 A First Attempt at Long-form Fiction: Prince Jellyfish
Prior to getting a position at El Sportivo (in January 1960), Thompson worked as sports editor  for 
the Jersey Shore Herald in 1957,122 but stated in letters that he felt Jersey Shore, Pennsylvania, 
115 “Burial at Sea,” Rogue for Men, December 1961. He also sold “Easy Come, Easy Go” to the same publication. Several 
stories remain unpublished at this time, including “The Cotton Candy Heart” and “The Almost-working Artist.” An excerpt 
from “Artist” was included in The Proud Highway (1997).
116 Excerpts from Prince Jellyfish and The Silk Road appeared in Songs of the Doomed (1990). 
117 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 104-105. 
118 Letter from Kennedy to Thompson, August 25, 1959, The Proud Highway, 181-182.
119 Letter from Kennedy to Thompson, September 8, 1959, The Proud Highway, 185.
120 Letter from Kennedy to Thompson, October 22, 1959, The Proud Highway, 190-191: “You disappointed me. I expected 
a serious essay on a serious matter. You delivered a batch of warmed-over clichés with barnyard overtones. You raise 
questions, then trail off into foolishness.”
121 Letter from Kennedy to Thompson, August 25, 1959, The Proud Highway, 185. Thompson had earlier stated in his 
resume that he was working on a novel. Kennedy was not impressed, claiming that his literary accomplishments would not 
be conspicuous on a paper where “three of our staff members have also finished novels and one is a playwright.”
122 Thompson had been required to enlist in the Air Force for three years as part of his probation from jail, but was given an 
early discharge in 1957. See Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 86-88.
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to be intensely tedious.123 Following his abortive efforts at the Jersey Shore Herald, Thompson 
moved to New York City, where he was eventually hired in 1958 by Time-Life to work as a copy 
boy. He considered this to be quite a break.124 Nonetheless, Thompson’s time at Time-Life was 
cut short due to his behavior. In early 1959, Thompson was fired for insubordination.125 He 
was not, however, completely without prospects at this time. Shortly after being dismissed by 
Time-Life, Thompson was hired by the Middletown Daily Record. Again, his tenure proved to be 
short-lived as he was let go by the Record for the same crime that had lost him his copy boy’s 
job at Time-Life: he destroyed a vending machine and was summarily let go by the paper.126 In 
the period 1957 to 1959, as Thompson moved from job to job in New York City, he wrestled 
with his identity as a writer, as is made clear by his correspondence of the period. In a letter to an 
Air Force friend, he debated whether he was a writer of action, in the tradition of Hemingway, 
Fitzgerald, and Kerouac, or a writer of thought, and therefore more in line with Joyce, Proust, 
and Faulkner.127 In a letter to Susan Haselden, whom he had known since junior high school, 
he wrote about the risks of becoming a beatnik imitator as the Beat Generation’s influence 
reached a zenith. While Thompson liked On the Road (1957), he found Kerouac’s other works 
deficient, stating that The Dharma Bums (1958) and The Subterraneans (1958) were “withered 
appendages to On the Road.”128 
In the spring of 1959, having been fired by both Time-Life and the Middletown Daily 
Record, Thompson rented a cabin in Cuddebackville in the Catskills mountains in upstate New 
York, where he hunted and worked on short stories.129 It was here that he also began work on 
a novel, Prince Jellyfish, in which he stated he wanted to use the “narrator-participant technique 
- à la Gatsby – and shooting for a short (300 pages or so) account of three people living a 
year in New York City that will decide the course of their lives.”130 While in Cuddebackville, 
Thompson also offered an early sample of Gonzo to the Village Voice, in this case a spoof on 
the anti-Communist local bigwigs of Cuddebackville written in the form of a fake press release, 
123 In one letter, to Joe Bell, dated December 15, 1957, a Louisville friend, Thompson includes a fictional parody to illustrate 
his despair at being stuck in Jersey Shore. See The Proud Highway, 82-84.
124 Letter to Virginia Thompson, January 23, 1958, The Proud Highway, 102. Thompson states, “For beginners, there are 
two plums in the journalism field, a copyboy’s job on The New York Times, and a copyboy’s job on Time magazine.” Time 
also paid half of Thompson’s tuition at Columbia University, where he took classes in Literary Style and Structure and Short 
Story Writing. See The Proud Highway, 105-106.
125 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 92.
126 Ibid., 104. This was the start of a pattern of offences against machines in institutional settings; in addition to the 
aforementioned publications, where his dismissal was precipitated by the destruction of vending machines, Thompson also 
demolished a Coke machine at Rolling Stone, a vending machine at the El Presidente Hotel in Cozumel, and a telephone 
at Playboy’s Chicago office. Later, he took to shooting guns at various objects, including dynamite charges, on his farm in 
Woody Creek, some of which he declared “shotgun art.” See Whitmer, 104; and Carroll, second photo section. 
127 Letter to Larry Callen, July 4, 1958, The Proud Highway, 127-130: “So the difference, I think, boils down to this: you 
can either impose yourself on reality and then write about it, or you can impose yourself on reality by writing about it.”
128 Letter to Susan Haselden, November 12, 1958, The Proud Highway, 139-140.
129 In a letter dated June 3, 1959, to Roger Richards, a writer in New York City, Thompson declared that he had submitted 
two stories for publication and was working on a novel. The stories were “The Cotton Candy Heart” and “The Almost 
Working artist.” The novel was Prince Jellyfish. See The Proud Highway, 165-167.
130 Letter to Roger Richards, June 3, 1959, The Proud Highway, 166.
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not unlike the phony press release he had posted when he left the Air Force to commemorate 
his discharge.131
In 1959, Thompson sent a query to Viking Press about Prince Jellyfish.132 He also tried to 
get a story published in Esquire.133 Hills, a former writing instructor at the New School for Social 
Research in New York City, wrote Thompson comments on his work, in this case, “The Cotton 
Candy Heart.” Thompson was pleased at the effort on Hill’s part, but did not agree with all 
that he had to say, indicating that “the story was not a maudlin grasp at some fading thread 
of personal nostalgia, but a slightly rueful commentary on the essential phoniness of the kind 
of nostalgia I was writing about.”134 Both times his work was rejected. Thompson followed up 
at Esquire by submitting another story, “The Almost Working Artist,” which Douglas Kennedy 
later described as a “Henry Milleresque homage to the creative souls who toil at their crafts in 
garrets,” and which Thompson said he wrote in order to remind people that “loneliness and 
uncertainty are as common to artists and other ‘world beaters’ as they are to shit-shovelers 
and ribbon clerks.”135 Thompson also applied for a position at The New York Times.136 He was 
turned down there, as well. Finally, before departing for Puerto Rico after he had obtained a job 
at El Sportivo, Thompson wrote a last application, this one pitching a story idea to the Louisville 
Courier-Journal:  
 Last Derby day, while a whiskey-soaked throng of some 100,000 struggled to its feet 
for the annual Churchill Downs rendition of “My Old Kentucky Home,” six expatriate 
Louisvillians stood in front of a television set in a small Greenwich Village bar. And that 
night, there was a “Derby Party” on West 78th Street, about a hundred yards from the 
thug-infested woodlands of Central Park.
 If this interests you, then read on. I think I’ve stumbled on a decent idea for a story for the 
Courier-Journal: the community of Louisville expatriates in Manhattan.137
The Courier-Journal refused his offer.
1.3.1.2 A More Mature Effort: The Rum Diary
By the time Thompson journeyed southward to Puerto Rico, he had held a number of jobs in the 
press industry, had authored a number of short stories which he had submitted for publication, 
and had commenced work on a novel. In addition, he had begun to come to grips with his 
131 Letter to Ed Fancher, editor of the Village Voice,  June 12, 1959, The Proud Highway, 169-170: It began “All organizations 
except the American Legion were banned in this lovely little mountain burg today, as the reaction to the Supreme Court’s 
Barrenblatt decision swept through these hills like a tormented hurricane.” 
132 Letter to Robert Ballou, editor at Viking Press, June 17, 1959, The Proud Highway, 171.
133 Letter to Rust Hills, editor of Esquire, June 20, 1959, The Proud Highway, 171-172. 
134 The Proud Highway, 172-173.
135 Letter to Rust Hills, June 25, 1959, The Proud Highway, 172-173.
136 Letter to The New York Times, March 1, 1959, The Proud Highway, 156-158. 
137 Letter to the Louisville Courier-Journal, December 28, 1959, The Proud Highway, 198.
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creative identity, initially by imitating and emulating those authors he admired. Gradually, as his 
budding career progressed, and possibly influenced by the responses to his work he received 
from professionals in the field such as Kennedy and Hill, he allowed his own voice to develop, 
though it should be noted that his first response to both of these men was to become defensive. 
Most significantly, he was learning that the road to financial success was going to be extremely 
difficult if he continued to work on fiction. He pointed out in one letter that both Hemingway 
and Fitzgerald faced an uphill battle in breaking into the short fiction market, and this was in an 
era when the opportunities to publish short fiction were financially more lucrative.138 In 1959, 
he still believed, however, that American journalism was a bankrupt profession, as he stated in 
his application letter to William Dorvillier in August of that year.139  In 1962, he finally left fiction 
behind as a format for creative expression in favor of freelance journalism. First, however, he 
made one last attempt to write a novel, based on his time in Puerto Rico from January to July 
of 1960. 
From the start, it was Thompson’s intention to use what he earned at El Sportivo to finance 
a novel based on his experiences working in the Caribbean.140 While in San Juan, he continued 
to submit Prince Jellyfish to publishers, but to no avail.141 Meanwhile, he did have more success 
in selling freelance work to news publications: while in San Juan in 1960, he sold articles to 
the New York Herald Tribune, the Louisville Courier-Journal, the Milwaukee Journal, and the 
Baltimore Sun. El Sportivo folded just months after hiring Thompson, however, and after 
traveling to St. Thomas and Bermuda, he returned to New York City in August of 1960, where 
he continued doing freelance work for the Herald Tribune while working on the Caribbean 
novel.142 In early 1961, Thompson moved to Big Sur, California, where he continued work 
on the novel while earning money as a security guard and groundskeeper for V.A. “Bunny” 
Murphy, a local entrepreneur.143 He would go on to complete the novel while in Big Sur, but by 
the time it was completed, he already had doubts about its viability.144 By 1962, Thompson was 
working as a freelance journalist in South America. It would be another thirty-six years before 
The Rum Diary was finally published.
The question is whether it was deservedly allowed to languish in unpublished form for 
three-and-a-half decades. After all, it is argued here that one of the primary contributing factors 
to Thompson’s decision to focus his energies on non-fiction was his inability to publish fiction 
and that furthermore his inability to get his fictional work published was in part due to the 
138 Letter to Anne Frick, his girlfriend at the time, June 26, 1959, The Proud Highway, 173-176. He also points out that he 
wants “enough money for good scotch and good food. […] I don’t want many things but the ones I want are important.”
139 Letter to Willian Dorvillier, August 9, 1959, The Proud Highway, 177. 
140 Letter to Virginia Thompson, January 14, 1960, The Proud Highway, 203.
141 In 1960, it was submitted to Knopf, Inc. and Grove Press. See Letter to Angus Cameron, March 22, 1960, The Proud 
Highway, 208 and Letter to Editor of Grove Press, July 24, 1960, The Proud Highway, 220, respectively.   
142 Letter to Virginia Thompson, August 9, 1960, The Proud Highway, 221-222.
143 Letter to V. A. Murphy, January 16, 1961, The Proud Highway, 254-255. Bunny Murphy’s son later converted the Murphy 
complex into Esalen, an exclusive health spa and retreat. See Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 110 and Perry, 54. 
144 Perry, 63: Thompson declares The Rum Diary to be dead because though publishers think it is well-written, they refuse 
to publish it.
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market shifting away from short fiction while the developments in longer forms were likewise 
shifting away from the realist groundings that had traditionally fed into short story writing and 
the composition of novels. Given its reception when it finally was published in the 1990s, it is 
safe to say that it was not denied publication in the 1960s due to any intrinsic literary flaws; 
in the period which Thompson initially marketed the book, the publishing industry was simply 
trending away from the style which Thompson used in the book and the themes and format he 
chose, in particular in the acquisition of new authors. There was still a market for Hemingway, 
but the days in which one could gain access to the market by profiling as Hemingwayesque were 
over. It can be argued that at that point in time Hemingway had accumulated such a critical 
mass of symbolic capital, including having won both the Pulitzer Prize and the Nobel Prize for 
Literature in 1953 and 1954, respectively, that his work would get fairly automatic consideration 
by publishers, and likewise would be considered desirable as a commodity by audiences, even if 
the particular style was no longer in fashion. Yet with Hemingway only recently deceased, there 
was as yet not the level of consecration that could lead to a good imitator of the style deriving 
any derivative symbolic capital from supposedly writing in the “tradition of” Hemingway. The 
Rum Diary is Thompson’s homage to Hemingway in that it makes a good deal of use of the 
crisp, direct prose for which Hemingway became known and deals with a journalist coming of 
age in exotic surroundings. In other words, Thompson was writing in the 1960s a book that 
was too late to capitalize on the initial wave of admiration for the Hemingway approach but 
was too early to capitalize on being perceived as being the product of a school or tradition. 
Even Thompson’s ironic additions, the elements that make the work recognizably his own, did 
not provide enough distance from its original model to make it interesting to publishers. By the 
1990s, it could be marketed as a curiosa, Thompson juvenilia, which guaranteed an audience. 
By that point, Thompson’s own symbolic capital provided enough of an impetus for publishers 
to take on its publication without further regard for the fact that it was possibly more than a 
curiosity. In fact, its intrinsic value as a work of fiction was a subsidiary concern to its publishers, 
who could assume that the Thompson brand would carry the day, even if it was of primary 
interest to the books readers and critics. The paradox of The Rum Diary is that Thompson had 
to become a famous writer in order to publish the book that he had hoped would make him a 
famous writer.145 
In The Rum Diary, the protagonist is Paul Kemp, a freelance journalist in his early thirties 
who has just been hired as a reporter for the San Juan Daily News in Puerto Rico. The novel is 
set in the late 1950s; the story spans the final months of the Daily News as it careens towards 
bankruptcy. At the San Juan Daily News, a fictionalized San Juan Star, Kemp is introduced to 
Lotterman, the chief editor, Nick Segarra, the managing editor, Robert Sala, a staff photographer, 
Moberg, the police reporter, and Fritz Yeamon, a fellow reporter. It quickly becomes clear to 
145 The Rum Diary was reviewed by numerous publications; it received critical accolades from  Salon (review by Mark Athitakis, 
published on October 15, 1998 and retrieved on May 5, 2015 from http://www.salon.com/1998/10/15/sneaks_108/ ) , and 
the San Francisco Chronicle (review by Zev Borow, published on November 1, 1998 and retrieved on May 5, 2015,  from 
http://www.sfgate.com/books/article/Shot-of-Gonzo-With-a-Rum-Chaser-2981441.php), among others. 
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Kemp that most of the people he is supposed to work with have agendas that do not particularly 
mesh with putting together a newspaper. Lotterman is a former communist who is using the 
newspaper as a form of public redemption, Segarra is more interested in writing the biography 
of the Governor of Puerto Rico, Sala lives in a perpetual state of career paranoia, and Yeamon 
as often as not simply can’t be bothered. In the few months that he is at the Daily News, Kemp 
is arrested after getting into a brawl with several local inhabitants, winds up living together with 
Yeamon’s ex-girlfriend, and is implicated in the suspected murder of his boss, Lotterman. He 
also winds up with an angle of his own, writing investment brochures for a public relations firm 
that has been hired by a former Marine who is planning to build a marina on Vieques Island.  
The prose in The Rum Diary is subdued by Thompson’s standard. There is more of 
Hemingway than Gonzo here:
 In the early Fifties, when San Juan first became a tourist town, an ex-jockey named Al 
Arbonito built a bar in the patio behind his house on Calle O’Leary. He called it Al’s Backyard 
and hung a sign above his doorway on the street with an arrow pointing between two 
ramshackle buildings to the patio in back. At first, he served nothing but beer, at twenty 
cents a bottle, and rum, at a dime a shot or fifteen cents with ice. After several months he 
began serving hamburgers, which he made himself.
 It was pleasant place to drink, especially in the mornings when the sun was still cool and 
the salt mist came up from the ocean to give the air a crisp, healthy smell that for a few 
hours would hold its own against the steaming, sweaty heat that clamps San Juan at noon 
and remains until long after sundown.146 
Thompson had clear goals in writing The Rum Diary; he left for San Juan with the intention 
of using his experiences there in a novel, and a good deal of what he experienced in his brief 
tenure made its way into the novel.147 In writing the book, Thompson also clearly staked out his 
mission as wishing to do for Puerto Rico what Hemingway had done for Paris with The Sun Also 
Rises. In this respect, the book at times has the quality of a long fictionalized feature. In some 
cases, the characters are subordinated to the surroundings, and, in others, the subordinate 
characters are given primacy over the protagonist (Kemp) and what passes for an antagonist 
(Yeamon). Thompson’s description of Lotterman is an exquisite portrait of a political chameleon 
who flirted with the Left in the 1930s only to shift to an erratic conservatism in the face of 
McCarthyism and the pervasive conformity of the Eisenhower years (1953-1961): 
146 The Rum Diary, 1.
147 Like Kemp, Thompson lost his job quickly when El Sportivo folded, he was arrested for disturbing the peace while in 
San Juan, and, like Kemp, he took a disastrous (though in Thompson’s case abortive) trip to St. Thomas. In the novel, it is 
a nightmarish trip to St. Thomas with Kemp that causes the split between Yeamon and his girlfriend, who promptly moves 
in with a conflicted Kemp. Similarly, like Kemp, Thompson struggled at the time with his relationship with Sandra Conklin, 
who he later married. See Letter to Laurie Hosford, May 25, 1960, The Proud Highway, 215-216, for Thompson’s arrest; 
Letter to William Kennedy, July 16, 1960, The Proud Highway, 217-218, for trip that left Thompson stranded in Bermuda, 
and Letter to Sandra Conklin, April 7, 1960, The Proud Highway, 210-211, for Thompson’s issues with Sandra.   
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 A large part of the problem was Lotterman. He was capable enough, in a purely mechanical 
way, but he had put himself in an untenable position. As an admitted ex-communist, he 
was under constant pressure to prove how much he’d reformed. At that time, the U.S. 
State Department was calling Puerto Rico “America’s advertisement in the Caribbean – 
living proof that capitalism can work in Latin America.” The people who had come there 
to do the proving saw themselves as heroes and missionaries, bringing the holy message of 
Free Enterprise to the downtrodden jíbaros. They hated commies like they hated sin, and 
the fact that an ex-Red was publishing a paper in their town did not make them happy.148
 
 Likewise, Thompson skewers the Cold Warriors in his portrayal of investor and marine reservist 
Zimburger:
 Zimburger was more beast than human – tall, paunchy and bald, with a face out of some 
fiendish comic strip. He claimed to be an investor, and was forever talking about putting 
up hotels here and there, but as far as I could tell the only thing he did was go to Marine 
Corps Reserve meetings on Wednesday nights. Zimburger never got over the fact that 
he had been a captain in The Corps. Early on Wednesday afternoon he would put on his 
uniform and come down to Sanderson’s porch to drink until it was time for the meeting. 
Sometimes he wore the uniform on Mondays, or Fridays – usually on some flimsy pretext.
  “Extra training today,” he would say. “Commander So-and-So wants me to help out 
with pistol instruction.” 
  Then he would laugh and get another drink. He never took off his overseas cap, even 
after he had been indoors for five or six hours. He drank incessantly, and by the time it got 
dark he was steaming drunk and shouting. He would pace around the porch or the living 
room, snarling and denouncing the “cowards and the back-dusters in Washington” for 
not sending the Marines into Cuba. 
  “I’ll go!” he would shout. “Goddamn right I’ll go! Somebody has to stomp them 
bastards and it might as well be me!”149
Where Thompson’s prose soars in The Rum Diary is in his portrait of Puerto Rico as the next 
big thing in American tourism. He correctly predicts that the mix of the local culture and rapid 
commercial development will prove a toxic mix; even as droves of Americans stream into San 
Juan to make their fortunes, the natives without means are being displaced or  simply leave for 
the U.S. mainland to face further dissolution, while those with means are quick to profit from 
an ineffectual and weak local government and lax zoning laws.
The most telling scene in the book is when Kemp tries to sell Lotterman on a piece 
describing the plight of individuals in the Puerto Rican underclass. In what amounts to a feature 
story embedded in the novel, Thompson describes Kemp’s efforts in working on an exposé of 
San Juan’s anonymous poor – even as Kemp is commissioned to write a prospectus for a hotel 
148 The Rum Diary, 69.
149 The Rum Diary, 48. 
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project. This section of the novel is both an indictment of the hypocrisy of the Puerto Rican public 
relations juggernaut and the complicit print media, as well as an insightful portrait of the plight 
of the underprivileged locals on the island, who do not appear to be profiting from the tourist 
industry being touted as an economic miracle drug. In The Rum Diary, facts are only acceptable 
if they can be used to obfuscate the underlying truth: development brings prosperity, but it is a 
selective prosperity that comes at a very high price for those who stand to gain the least. 
In the end, in The Rum Diary, Thompson exhibits the sensibilities that will initially make him 
a successful journalist, using tools that were no longer viable commodities in the fiction market, 
but were all the more novel in the non-fictional realm.
1.3.2 A Shift in the Market for Stories from the Perspective of a Single 
Author
Despite his initial success writing non-fiction, Thompson clearly was committed to breaking 
into the fiction market before he finally went unequivocally into journalism. It was another 
publication in Rogue for Men — this one a non-fictional treatment of Big Sur, where he was 
living at the time — that reaffirmed that success could be had if he was willing to adapt his 
ambitions to the market.150
Significantly, the article, published in July of 1961, was published in Rogue for Men. By the 
time Thompson arrived on the freelancer scene, two of the biggest players in the market for 
freelance (non-) fiction were “girlie” magazines, Rogue and Playboy. Playboy is actually a potent 
icon of what was going on at this particular time in the U.S., not just from the perspective of 
sexual liberation.151 It clearly illustrates the schism that was taking place in American publishing. 
Playboy is a magazine driven by a fierce market demand for consumable visual imagery in 
a variety of forms in addition to the erotic photo reportages. Yet, it seeks, and continues to 
seek, its highbrow legitimacy in an appeal to the written word tradition of an ebbing era. In 
this, Playboy confirms Bourdieu’s perspectives on the status of publications and the positions 
they seek to establish within social strata. Hugh Hefner sought to establish a niche for his 
magazine that was unique in the United States at that time; soft erotica with a message.152 
Hefner consistently sought in the early years to cement the image of the Playboy lifestyle in 
the American psyche, a lifestyle that saw properly-channeled hedonism as not just legitimate 
150 “Big Sur: The Garden of Agony,” Rogue for Men, July 1961.  In addition to the article requiring fewer failed attempts 
to reach publication, he made more money selling it than he did his fictional works: “Easy Come, Easy Go” sold for 250 
dollars (six thousand words), while the shorter “Big Sur” sold for 350 dollars.  
151 Elizabeth Fraterrigo argues that Playboy was an exponent of the new sensibilities about “good living” which developed 
in the post-World War II boom in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s and served, with its “Playboy Lifestyle” 
philosophy as espoused by founder Hugh Hefner, to guide a generation of males in becoming aware and discerning 
consumers of luxury goods, in addition to helping to shape the debate on sex, gender roles, and family commitment. See 
Elizabeth Fraterrigo, Playboy and the Making of the Good Life in Modern America (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2009).   
152 Fraterrigo, Playboy and the Making of the Good Life in Modern America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 
148-149.  
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but the very core of the post-war American culture.153 In order to set his publication apart from 
mere purveyors of smut, Hefner provided ample outlets for fiction, editorials, journalism, and 
interviews with established figures in American society. By making demands of its readers and 
appealing to their intellect, it was hoped that the magazine would be embraced by the upper-
middle and upper societal strata, not coincidentally the most desirable demographic for print 
advertising.
This initially made Playboy something of an anomaly in the world of publishing: even as 
the more print-bound magazines retreated from fiction and literary forms of journalism, Playboy 
sought to embrace them ever more whole-heartedly.154 Yet, it is the move towards the visual 
media in the first place that led Playboy to be able to take this position. Playboy can thus be 
said to be replacing a form of fiction patronage that it no doubt initially helped displace, that 
of the mass-market general interest periodicals which were previously a mainstay market for 
short fiction.  
The real landslide was not taking place simply within the market of glossy magazines, 
however, but was being inflicted upon it: television’s rise as the predominant media format 
in America has had a much greater effect than any shifts in the magazines being purchased 
from the racks.155 Were it solely a question of still visuals replacing text, Look and Life, two 
publications with a heavy accent on artistic photography, would doubtless have had less erratic 
fortunes than was the case. 
It should be kept in mind that the shift being defined here is not one towards non-literacy 
or illiteracy. It is fair to say that, in terms of quantity, the American book and magazine market is 
thriving, even if the newspaper market has been languishing for years. What is being described 
here, and what is significant in Thompson’s writing career and the choices he necessarily had to 
make, is that the primacy of the written word as a form of public communication has ended. 
As Neil Postman defines the development in Amusing Ourselves to Death, America has moved, 
in the last forty years, from being a typographic nation to being an ideographic culture.156 
Where once the written word was the primary means of defining and elucidating the key 
issues in society, television has now become the main conduit of public debate and of the 
popular cultural interpretations of such issues. The result is that increasingly the written word 
has become not the general medium of the dissemination of ideas but a specialized format of 
communication, often to specifically defined groups of individuals who can be counted on to 
seek out such materials and can likewise be counted on, owing to their own self-selection, to 
be able to comprehend a more abstracted form of writing than a wider broadcast audience 
153 Ibid,, 48-79, in particular, 59-69. 
154 Later, Omni (1978-1994) followed suit as an art and photography-oriented science and science fiction magazine. 
Before folding in 1994, Omni had gained a reputation as a platform for high-quality science fiction and had featured 
interviews with a large number of scientific pioneers, including several Nobel Prize winners. Notably, Omni’s founder was 
Bob Guccioni, the publisher of the skin magazine Hustler. 
155 For a fine description of this process, see Jules Witcover, No Way to Pick a President (New York: Farrer, Strauss, and 
Giroux, 1999).
156 Neil Postman, Amusing Ourselves to Death (London: Methuen, 1985), 16-30.
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would have in the past. This can explain how, even as the traditional market of short stories and 
articles waned, new markets were coming into existence that served the needs of both writers 
and readers.
One way for the writer to adjust to this shift is the obvious choice of simply writing for 
the new media. In this respect, the career of Terry Southern is of interest in that here we can 
see an individual consciously turning away from the print media where he scored initial artistic 
successes in both short fiction, as collected in Red Dirt Marihuana (1967) and Now Dig This 
(2001), and short novels such as The Magic Christian (1956) and Flash and Filigree (1958), to 
make his mark on the far more lucrative field of screenwriting.157 Two of Southern’s screenplays 
were indeed Academy Award nominees, the imprimatur of film establishment acceptance and 
success: Dr. Strangelove (1964) and Easy Rider (1969). However, Southern’s case is not so much 
an adaptation within a medium as a profound shift into a completely different medium. Film 
and television scripts are, after all, not meant to be read, but are blueprints for the realization 
of film and television productions. In this sense, they are meta-literature, and to a far greater 
degree even than plays, in which the bulk of what is written can at least be heard being uttered 
on stage.158 A good screenplay is absorbed in the final production the way architectural plans 
are absorbed by the construction of the building.
Furthermore, screenplays tend much more than other written media to be the result of an 
elaborate writing process in which a key writer often is required to collaborate with a number 
of co-authors or editors (screen doctors) before the final product is even considered ready 
for adaptation to the screen. Southern is no exception in this regard. He shared the writing 
credit for Easy Rider with the film’s director and lead actor, Dennis Hopper and Peter Fonda, 
respectively.159
Feature writing is, likewise, a specialized form of writing befitting the new needs in the 
print realm. In feature writing, news items are taken as a basis for non-fiction stories: narratives 
in which the facts are arranged to meet the mechanical and structural demands of a short 
story. It is not coincidental that as the television market burgeoned, newspapers in increasing 
numbers added weekend supplements to their weekly run of papers in which feature writing 
played a prominent role. After all, there was now a greater need for a contextual background 
to the news being presented given television’s shortcomings as an information transmitter, and 
there was a latent pool of talent in the market available to mold this contextual and explanatory 
information into a narrative. As we have seen above, it was at this time that such writers 
157 Southern famously also co-authored the erotic novel Candy (1958) with Mason Hoffenburg. The writing and publication 
of this novel as well as the aftermath of its appearance is given in Nile Southern, The Candy Men: The Rollicking Life and 
Times of the Notorious Novel Candy (New York: Arcade Publishing, 2004). This book is also interesting for those scholars 
of the Olympia Press and its publisher Maurice Girodias. 
158 Here meta-literature is defined as those forms of writing in which the written text is not meant to be the final product 
but to serve as the foundation of another form of expression. Plays and scripts are not written primarily to be read but to 
be produced into stage and film productions, respectively. 
159 Southern’s career as a screenwriter is discussed at length in Lee Hill, The Grand Guy: The Life and Art of Terry Southern 
(London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2001). 
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as Tom Wolfe, Joe Esterhas, Joan Didion, and Michael Herr made their mark and established 
careers that endured into the decades to come. Likewise, the mid-sixties saw a number of 
established fiction writers commit to careers in non-fiction literary journalism that proved to 
be both innovative and successful. The most conspicuous examples are Truman Capote, who 
followed up his success in fiction with such works as Other Voices, Other Rooms (1948) and 
Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1958) with the revolutionary and controversial “non-fiction novel” In 
Cold Blood (1966), and Norman Mailer, whose Armies of the Night (1968) redefined the use 
of the first person in reporting.160  Moreover, magazines that had previously published fiction 
began running non-fiction feature writing, even as new publications such as Rolling Stone and 
Scanlan’s were making a name for themselves in this area. Not only individual writers needed 
to reposition themselves in the market; the periodicals themselves sought new formulas to 
retain old audiences or gain new ones. It is interesting to note that Evergreen Review rebranded 
as Evergreen in 1964 and switched to a larger glossy format in the same year. In essence, this 
entailed a reorientation with respect to the market in two very distinct fashions. By omitting 
the word “review,” Evergreen abandoned the academic connotations tied to the term and 
thus announced to prospective audiences a desire to be viewed as a periodical with a wider 
scope and appeal than that of a standard literary review.161 Furthermore, by adopting a larger 
format and a glossy (higher-grade) printing standard, Evergreen became more attractive to 
advertisers and increased its newsstand potential.162 Evergreen thus mainstreamed both in 
terms of audience reach and commercial orientation in response to reduced revenues. It was in 
this blossoming new market that Thompson found himself in the early 1960s. After an initial 
sojourn into experimental journalism and several years of failed attempts to publish his fiction, 
including The Rum Diary, Thompson embarked on a career in feature writing. He was, at long 
last, on his way.
1.3.3   The Proud Highwayman: At the National Observer Abroad and in the 
U.S, 1962-1964
From 1962 to 1963, Thompson served as a freelance Latin America correspondent for the 
National Observer, writing articles with titles such as “A Footloose American in a Smuggler’s 
Den,” “Why Anti-Gringo Winds Blow South of the Border,” and “Brazilshooting.” The Observer, 
a publication started by the Dow Jones Company, the publishers of the Wall Street Journal, 
was the Dow Jones Company’s attempt to mine the market of readers interested in in-depth 
reporting, preferably with a more literary flavor. Their editorial policy was liberal compared to 
160 Despite its subtitle “History as a Novel, the Novel as History,” The Armies of the Night won the Pulitzer Prize in General 
Non-Fiction in 1969. 
161 See Maarten van Gageldonk, Transatlantic Mediators: Grove Press, Evergreen Review, and Postwar European Literature 
(PhD dissertation, Radboud University Nijmegen, 2015), 81, on the considerations for changing the name of the periodical. 
162 Ibid., 81-83 on Evergreen repositioning. As van Gageldonk points out, the transformation took place in two stages: 
initially, the basic format was changed in order to accommodate standard 1960s advertising formats in 1964; later, the 
periodical switched to a lighter, glossy paper in 1966.   
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the mother corporation, as was to be expected. The goal was a publication that promoted 
understanding as opposed to simply being a platform for reportage.163 This was the Wall Street 
Journal’s foray into the new journalism of features and literary non-fiction. They were, thus, 
willing to take a few chances on both authors and stories in an attempt to gain some of the 
audience of feature readers. As Roscoe Born, an editor for the Observer, explained,
 We were looked at derisively by others in the media. It was similar to the way the media 
panned USA Today when it came out. Only where they were being greeted as “postage 
stamp” journalism, we were considered unbelievably prolix.164
The comparison to the reception of USA Today is worthy of some comment as it is the polar 
opposite of the reaction that led to the boom in feature writing and explanatory journalism: 
where publications like the Observer sought to accommodate the market by filling a gap in what 
was being provided by television, the approach used at USA Today was to mimic television in all 
its slick and fragmented glory. The result is a newspaper with all the immediacy and variety of 
television, but likewise a lack of context and background. At the Observer, the target audience 
was not viewers completely satisfied with the coverage of the news they were receiving from 
television, but those individuals who sought a newspaper willing to function as an interpretive 
medium and a tool for filling in the gaps in the flow of information being provided to them.165 
Thompson would, however, be criticized for his lack of knowledge of South American 
politics.166  As one friend of Thompson’s, Paul Semonin, put it upon his own return from a 
lengthy sojourn in Africa, Thompson’s articles on South American politics struck him as the work 
of “a tourist out of his depth.”167 Similarly, the editors at the Observer later remarked that while 
Thompson’s work generally required little fundamental editing, “[h]is political stuff was the only 
writing of his that we had to add to. We would almost always have to write in a few facts just 
to establish who the president was or what an election was about.”168
Furthermore, both Perry and E. Jean Carroll found that at least one editor suspected that 
some of Thompson’s copy may have been fabricated.169 Yet, despite the suspicions voiced later 
by the editor at the National Observer as well as others, there appeared to be no hesitancy to 
publishing his South American articles. The images were seen as too “wonderful” to deny an 
audience and too apt not to use as illustrations of the issues being faced in South America, 
as in the following description of a golfer in Cali, Colombia, aimlessly whacking balls from a 
163 As the president of Dow Jones Publishing put it, “The flow of news is vast. What we need in our national media is 
understanding.” Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 68. 
164 Ibid., 68-69.
165 Ibid., 68.
166 Ibid., 71-72.
167 Ibid., 81.
168 Ibid., 72.
169 Ibid., 70-71. Cliff Ridley initially dismissed his suspicions about Thompson’s possible fudging of the facts in a story, but 
came to believe that Thompson’s subsequent work vindicated these suspicions. 
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penthouse terrace:
  
He was a tall Britisher, and had what the British call ‘a stylish pot’ instead of a waistline. 
Beside him on a small patio table was a long gin-and-tonic, which he refilled from time to 
time at the nearby bar.
 He had a good swing, and each of his shots carried low and long over the city. Where they 
fell, neither he nor I nor anyone else on the terrace had the faintest idea that day.170 
Thompson provided the background coloration that the publication needed to make it 
more attractive to its prospective audience by providing readers with a more visceral connection 
to the continent than was conceivably present in the work of other journalists in the Latin 
American region. If he relied to some extent on second-hand stories, rumors, and techniques 
such as amalgamation and even fabrication to make his point or make clear the greater 
“truth” about South America, then, in Thompson’s own philosophy, so be it. Moreover, it was 
a philosophy that apparently met with little resistance from his editors at the Observer.  The 
Observer was taking a huge step in the direction of what is now defined as “New Journalism” 
by providing a journalist with such a degree of latitude in his reportage. Given the Observer’s 
provenance, the Wall Street Journal and the Dow Jones Company, this seems a quantum leap 
indeed, until the goal of founding the National Observer is given closer scrutiny in the context of 
the times. The Wall Street Journal and its parent company saw the advent of such publications 
as Ramparts (founded in 1962), the rise in prominence of such periodicals as The Reporter in 
the late 1950s and early 1960s,171 and the renewed vigor of Esquire172 in the same period 
and moved aggressively into this niche in the market; the editorial policies — prolix prose, 
demanding material, and engaging stories — were a logical result of such market profiling. 
Given what was noted above concerning the shifts made by such publications as Evergreen to 
remain viable in the volatile market of the mid-1960s, it should not be surprising that the Dow 
Jones company was willing to commit to this seemingly drastic approach in order to gain control 
of a new market segment with the National Observer. They were simply trying to respond to the 
needs of an emerging market demographic. By committing to the market in which the National 
Observer would be operating, the Wall Street Journal would necessarily need to adopt different 
journalistic sensibilities than its parent publication. In order to attract the nascent audience of 
television-inculcated readers seeking exposition packaged in a narrative structure, image would 
be preferred over straight factual reporting and imaginative interpretations of reality over literal 
reporting of just the facts. Thompson had found a safe haven where truth was more important 
than facts and creativity given a greater premium than strict adherence to orthodox journalistic 
170 “Why Anti-Gringo Winds Blow South of the Border,” as excerpted in Perry, 73.
171 For the history of The Reporter, see Elke van Cassel, A Cold War Magazine of Causes: A Critical History of The Reporter, 
1949-1968 (PhD dissertation, Radboud University Nijmegen, 2007). For a comprehensive history of Ramparts, see Peter 
Richardson, A Bomb in Every Issue: How the Short Unruly Life of Ramparts Magazine Changed America (New York: The 
New Press, 2009). 
172 Marc Weingarten, Who’s Afraid of Tom Wolfe: How the New Journalism Rewrote the World (London: Aurum Press, 
2005), 33-62.
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methodologies.  
While working for the National Observer, Thompson also wrote on American literature and 
literary figures in articles like “Where Are the Writing Talents of Yesteryear?” and “What Lured 
Hemingway to Ketchum?”173 In “Writing Talents,” Thompson rails against what he considers 
a dearth of talent in the pool of writers making names for themselves in the American literary 
market of the early 1960s. While the article makes clear that Thompson senses the shifts taking 
place in the literary scene, it is strangely hostile towards those writers Thompson is to join in 
establishing New Journalism as a literary movement in the U.S. In “Writing Talents,” Thompson 
is singularly negative about Truman Capote and Norman Mailer, though it can be pointed out 
that Capote had yet to publish In Cold Blood, and Mailer’s best and most inventive work was 
likewise still ahead of him.174 It is in “What Lured Hemingway to Ketchum,” however, that 
Thompson clearly defines what he believes are the problems and dilemmas facing writers of his 
generation, as he theorizes on the decline of Hemingway in his later years:
 Today we have Mailer, Jones, and Styron, three potentially great writers bogged down in 
what seems to be a crisis of convictions brought on, like Hemingway’s, by the mean nature 
of a world that will not stand still long enough for them to see it clear as a whole.
 It is not just the writer’s crisis, but they are the most obvious victims, because the function 
of art is supposedly to bring order out of chaos, a tall order even when the chaos is static, 
and a superhuman task in a time when chaos is multiplying.175 
The irony is that this was to some degree the very problem that Thompson was struggling 
with on a different dimension. As Mailer, Jones, and Styron are stated to be stymied in their 
attempts to sort out the truths of an ever-changing world, Thompson is wrestling with a market 
being subjected to swiftly-changing tastes and demands. What Mailer and consorts are felt by 
Thompson to be experiencing within their writing, Thompson is facing within his career as a 
writer. In the end, Mailer became America’s premier writer of non-fiction, Jones remained an 
unabashedly realistic memorialist of World War II, while Styron continued to face down the 
“multiplying chaos” with such works as The Confessions of Nat Turner (1967) and Sophie’s 
Choice (1979).   
In 1963, Thompson transferred to the U.S. as a national correspondent for the National 
Observer. Among the stories he did for the Observer in the United States were articles on 
Native American activism, tramp excavation workers, and the demise of the Beat Generation.176 
Ironically, given that Algren’s work would feature conspicuously in his own Hell’s Angels, he had 
little good to say about Nelson Algren. In “When the Beatniks Were Social Lions,” Thompson 
173 There is no small degree of bittersweet irony to the Hemingway piece, Thompson’s musings on how Hemingway came 
to be stuck in Ketchum, Idaho, where he allegedly killed himself. In 2005, Thompson took his own life in similar fashion on 
his likewise isolated Woody Creek, Colorado, farm.
174 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 86. 
175 The Great Shark Hunt, 372. 
176 In “The Catch is Limited in Indians’ ‘Fish-In’,” “Living in the Times of Alger, Greeley, Debs,” and “When the Beatniks 
were Social Lions,” respectively.
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introduced a fictional character named Willard in order to produce a beat generation-style story 
of his own that involves alcohol, free-style house painting, and a police chase, all of which serve 
as an introduction to an article that is a Beat Generation eulogy.177 Willard is a Beat Everyman 
who through his fictional activities adds credibility to Thompson’s claim that the Beat era is 
over. It would be the first in a line of fictional characters Thompson created and subsequently 
infused into his non-fictional work, each an archetype of the times, locales, or movements being 
discussed.178  
In the same period, Thompson also wrote “A Southern City with Northern Problems,” 
on race relations and housing issues in Louisville for The Reporter.179  This was something of a 
departure for Thompson as The Reporter granted him far less artistic license in his journalism. 
Still, he managed to produce a sharply insightful article on the contradictory tensions present 
in a border state metropolis (Louisville) in the shifting racial currents of the 1960s. The issue in 
which “A Southern City with Northern Problems” appeared went on to become one of the 
high points in The Reporter’s relatively brief history. Even at this stage in his career, Thompson 
was able to demonstrate that he was capable of straightforward journalism. The pursuit of 
more imaginative strains of journalism, resulting in the invention and development of Gonzo 
journalism, was a choice, not a concession.
In 1964, Thompson quit the National Observer in a dispute over his review of Tom Wolfe’s 
The Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flaked Streamline Baby. Thompson was of the opinion that 
Wolfe’s book deserved lavish praise, but the review he submitted was refused for publication 
because it contained too much “personal opinion.”180 In truth, Thompson had worn out 
his welcome at the National Observer by this time, and the dispute over the article proved a 
convenient pretext for both parties to go their separate ways.181 
Subsequent to his resignation, Thompson suffered a period of serious financial problems 
as he found it difficult to get another job in journalism.182 It is a testimony to his commitment to 
writing as a profession that he continued to pursue solely this type of employment, even in the 
177 See Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 88 for Perry’s parallel of the 
character of Willard with Nelson Algren. 
178 The introduction of fictional characters was to be used several years later to great effect in Michael Herr’s landmark book 
on the Vietnam War, Dispatches (1976), in which the quintessential Marine buddies Mayhew and Day Tripper proved to be 
figments of the author’s imagination (Weingarten, 162). Herr similarly sought to validate his observations by creating flesh-
and-bone incarnations of the tensions and paradoxes he encountered in the war zone. For all of the authentic reportage 
provided in the book, it is the tragicomic banter between Mayhew and Day Tripper that remain indelibly imprinted on the 
reader’s memory. By personifying the war, Herr makes its pains and paradoxes both comprehensive and memorable.
179 Though The Reporter generally took what is termed a gradualist position towards the Civil Rights movement, it was one 
of the first publications to give extensive coverage to the position of African-Americans in the postwar period; both issues 
are discussed extensively in van Cassel, A Cold War Magazine of Causes.  
180 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 92-93. 
181 Among other things, Thompson ran up exorbitant expenses working on an article about trans-continental train travel, 
which he then failed to file (see Perry, 86-87). A similar incident at Rolling Stone in 1974 precipitated his being fired there 
in the following year. 
182 William McKeen, Outlaw Journalist: The Life and Times of Hunter S. Thompson (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 
2008), 94-95. See also Carroll, Hunter, 103; Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 139-141; and Perry, Fear and Loathing: 
The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 94-103.   
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face of eviction and personal bankruptcy. In the end, however, the rich journalistic fodder of the 
Bay Area of San Francisco-Oakland provided a solution to Thompson’s financial woes, and more 
importantly, provided him with a journalistic hook, a perspective on reporting, beyond that of 
the “standard” feature writer.
1.4  The Devil’s Advocate: Hunter Thompson and the Hell’s Angels
In the mid-1960s, a wave of negative publicity engulfed the California chapters of the Hell’s 
Angels motorcycle club.183 At the time, little was known about the group. In the law-and-order 
backlash that was sweeping the nation at the time and the reaction to increased awareness of 
drug use among young adults, they quickly became the poster children of everything that was 
wrong with American society in the 1960s. Thompson became intrigued with the notion of 
doing an in-depth report on the Hell’s Angels to get the truth out.184 
His initial article, “Motorcycle Gangs: Losers and Outlaws” was published in The Nation 
and would later be anthologized in Violence in the Streets, edited by Shalom Endleman.185 Both 
an insightful piece on the phenomenon of cycle gangs and a critique of the press coverage 
given to them, as well as the ensuing hysteria caused by the coverage, Thompson’s article drew 
the attention of several publishers. In the end, Thompson signed with Random House, working 
with publisher Ian Ballantine and editors Bernard Shir-Cliff and Jim Silberman, the latter two 
believing in the book’s bestseller potential.186 The pattern of editorial guidance established here 
would persist throughout Thompson’s writing career: Thompson was considered a notoriously 
rough assignment for editors. 
Gary Kieffner has argued that something vital was lost in the process of going from a 
single article for a periodical, in this case The Nation, to the production of a full-length book.187 
Kieffner believes that Thompson is more “objective” in the article than in the book, but that he 
lost his objectivity after being beaten by a number of Angels at the last event he attended with 
them.188 Kieffner also posits that Thompson never really understood his subject matter, though 
the examples he gives of Thompson’s lack of understanding are somewhat wide-ranging and 
difficult to defend: “the author refuses to give them [the Angels] credit for human mental 
qualities such as thoughtfulness and rationality, preferring to, instead, depict bikers as “Cro-
183 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 96-97; McKeen, Outlaw Journalist.97-98; 
Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 142-143; and Weingarten, Who’s Afraid of Tom Wolfe, 124-125.  
184 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 99-100.  
185 Shalom Endleman, ed., Violence in the Streets (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1968).    
186 Ballantine was more sanguine about the project; he had serious doubts that the book would ever come to fruition. At 
one point, he stated in resignation, after permitting the deposit of a further 3000 dollars in advance royalties in addition 
to an initial 6000 dollar advance that they “would never get a book [from Thompson],” but that he, Ballantine, had “had 
a good time.” See Perry, 112.  
187 Gary L. Kieffner, “Myths, Reality, and Revenge in Hunter S. Thompson’s Hell’s Angels,” Roundtable Discussion Paper, 
International Journal of Motorcycle Studies, July 2005. Posted at http://ijms.nova.edu/July2005/IJMS_RT_Kieffner.html. 
Retrieved on July 21, 2011.
188 Ibid., paragraph  6. 
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Magnon” or “sub-human.” 189
Here, the conflict between the objective stance of traditional journalism and the more 
subjective stance Thompson was taking is apparent. The initial article in The Nation is more 
of an expository presentation of the Angels: it is a feature report on a phenomenon aimed 
at providing clarity on the motorcycle gang amid the hysterical reportage being provided by 
newspapers and the authorities. The book would serve, as becomes clear below, a somewhat 
different purpose. Additionally, it should be pointed out that Kieffner overlooks that the initial 
article was written from the outside looking in, whereas the book was the result of Thompson 
spending an extended period of time with the Angels. In this respect, the tactics used to produce 
the initial article were vastly different from those applied in researching and writing the book.
Furthermore, in the book, Thompson took a much more emphatic stand against the 
journalists’ treatment of the Angels than in “Losers and Outlaws.” Thompson felt that the 
media had unnecessarily contributed to the rising public hysteria with respect to the motorcycle 
gang with its often sensationalistic and, in his opinion, erroneous coverage. 
Most importantly, the editors at Random House approached the project from the 
perspective of a commercial publishing house, and it is only logical that they would seek to 
amplify the more vivid aspects of Thompson’s experiences with the Angels, in particular those 
which would already mesh with the market’s preconceived notions regarding the Angels, at the 
expense of Kieffner’s notion of objectivity and even of Thompson’s own agenda. 
As such, Kieffner’s observation that the Angels are given a more balanced and objective 
treatment by Thompson in “Losers and Outlaws” than in Hell’s Angels is significant in the 
discussion of the book below. Where Kieffner errs is in his attribution of the reasons for the 
shift from objectivity to subjectivity. There is a shift, and this shift can be attributed to a change 
in tactics (participatory as opposed to investigative), a shift in agenda (from expository to 
experiential), and a shift in market (the market of periodical articles to the market of mass 
circulation books).     
1.4.1   A Book for Ian Ballantine: Hell’s Angels as Muckraking Narrative and 
Bestselling Product
Thompson spent a little over a year “running with the Angels” in order to research the book, 
all the while making a concerted effort to maintain his independent status as an observer, 
though he never pretended to have the total objectivity commonly professed by journalists.190 
Ballantine expressed concern that it was hard to distinguish whether Thompson was a journalist 
or an Angel, and Thompson played the “Angel card” on run-ins with his landlord, who was, 
to Thompson’s chagrin, unimpressed by the gang members’ presence. This lack of awe on the 
189 Ibid., paragraph 2. 
190 See Hunter Thompson, “Jacket Copy for Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas,” Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Other 
American Stories (New York: The Modern Library, 1996), 208-209. See also Wenner and Seymour, 134-135; and McKeen, 
Hunter S. Thompson (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1991), 137, 160-161, and 223-224.  
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part of the landlord, in turn, led Thompson to theorize in his book that the Angels must be a 
media-based phenomenon. In and of themselves, they were simply not that terrifying, but with 
the hype added to the specter of their appearance, they became something altogether more 
ominous:
 The landlord himself had only a dim understanding of the Hell’s Angels’ threat to his 
property. All complaints had to be translated into Chinese and I suspect he found them 
inscrutable. With a personal frame of reference unfazed by the English-speaking mass 
media, he could have no way of knowing why my neighbors were so agitated. The people 
he sent to hustle me when the rent was overdue were similarly blank on the subject of 
outlaw motorcyclists. They were terrified of my Doberman pup, but they didn’t blink an 
eye that morning when they rang the doorbell and came face to face with Terry the 
Tramp.191
Thompson goes to great lengths in his portrayal of the Angels to defuse the myth of lawlessness 
and criminality surrounding the gang, pointing out that many of them have regular jobs, a 
number have served in the military and a few have even attended college. He does concede, 
however, that the potential for violence is high in the group, that many of them are high-school 
dropouts, and that most feel they are outcasts in that there is not really a viable place for them 
within American society. In this respect, his portrait of the Maximum Leader of the Oakland 
chapter of the Angels, Sonny Barger, goes beyond mere biographical sketch to provide a study 
in sociology and inject into the book an iconic character:
 In any gathering of Hell’s Angels, from five to a possible hundred and fifty, there is no 
doubt who is running the show: Ralph “Sonny” Barger, the Maximum Leader, a six-foot 
170-pound warehouseman from East Oakland, the coolest head in the lot, and a tough 
quick-thinking dealer when any action starts. By turns, he is a fanatic, a philosopher, a 
brawler, a shrewd compromiser and a final arbitrator. 192 
 
In the book, Thompson takes the established press and law enforcement authorities to 
task for their lack of understanding of the Hell’s Angels. He pointed out numerous cases of 
police and press reports that were either embellished or simply false, and he made it clear that 
most of the shoddy reporting is either because reporters wanted things to be a certain way and 
were willing to believe stories that likely lacked any validity in order to be able to score editorial 
points, or - and this is perhaps the worse of the two sins in Thompson’s eyes - because they were 
simply too lazy to actually verify the story.193 The latter could be said to be a serious departure 
191 Hell’s Angels, 47.
192 Hell’s Angels, 10.
193 The primary target of his criticism is the Lynch Report, commissioned by Attorney General Thomas Lynch after a wave of 
crimes allegedly committed by the Hell’s Angels and other “disreputables” in the 1962-1964 period. The report is based on 
interviews with, and files from, over one-hundred police and other law-enforcement officials. 
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from the creed of the feature writer and the New Journalist: it is not just the story, but also the 
labor of getting the story that counts. In the end, the best stories are not momentary news, but 
it is the deep underlying narratives that give the story resonance. As once fiction served as the 
filter providing this type of assignation and significance to the events in our world, now it was 
the role of the feature writer, the new journalist, to do so, preferably by using the same tools 
that the fiction writers had at their disposal.194
In this respect, the book has the quality of an anthropological investigation, with little 
being provided in terms of actual news or “scoops.” The main revelation, to the degree that 
that label can be used, is the debunking of the myths being propagated by the press. Thompson 
is methodical in his dismantling of the media image of the Hell’s Angels, though the “truth” 
with which he replaces this media myth is by no means the purely objective truth as defined by 
the mainstream press. It is to a good extent based on his personal experiences with the Angels: 
the primary claim to authority in the book is that he lived and rode with the Angels for more 
than a year. On the other hand, the objective-subjective conflict that became a controversial 
issue in his later writing should not be overstated at this juncture in his writing. Whereas later 
works, such as Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72 (1973) and Better than Sex (1994) 
seemed to be consciously divorced from a factual reporting of events and constructed in a 
fashion to provide the visceral sensation of the chaos that is a national political campaign, 
Hell’s Angels still retains much of what can be described as old-fashioned reporting, even if the 
investigative work and answering of the who-what-where-when formula is applied primarily 
to reveal the shoddiness of the reporting that has already taken place prior to Thompson’s 
treatment of the issue.195      
Further research led Thompson to include references to the outcast literature of Nelson 
Algren and John Steinbeck, cinema history, and law enforcement reports.196 In discussing the 
latter, Thompson places the police and the national press on the same side of the issue: he sees 
them as complicit in the police-fueled hysteria surrounding the Hell’s Angels. In Hell’s Angels, 
Thompson also makes a substantial move in the direction of participatory journalism and even 
acts as an agent provocateur at times. Though he remarks in the book that his landlord seemed 
singularly underwhelmed by the presence of the Angels, there was reason for him to be worried 
about the presence of Thompson. Thompson had already developed a fetish for handguns 
before commencing his work on the Angels and his contact with them served to push this 
obsession to further extremes. As Thompson reports in Hell’s Angels, there were instances when 
194 See, “Jacket Copy for Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas,” as quoted in Carroll, 146. 
195 At the core of the debunking taking place in the book is the coverage given to an alleged multiple rape at an Angels 
gathering in Monterey, California, in 1964 that led to a barrage of media attention and was included in the Lynch Report. 
It can be noted that even the Lynch Report made it clear that the charges were likely specious. No convictions were made 
in the case, which was dismissed by the District Attorney of Monterey County in September of 1964. See Hell’s Angels, 24. 
196 Thompson had initially planned to incorporate Algren’s work into his own in comprehensive fashion, much in the way 
he used Twain and Hough to great effect in The Curse of Lono. He was forced to abandon this plan when Algren refused 
to grant permission for the use of his work in this fashion.   
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target practice took place in the confines of his apartment.197 
In addition to riding with the Angels and participating in the “Bass Lake Run,” an Angel 
camp-out as it were, Thompson also introduced the Angels to Ken Kesey and his Merry Pranksters 
at La Honda, an event that was later recorded in Tom Wolfe’s Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test as well 
as Thompson’s own book. The Kesey connection led to one of the seminal moments of the 
1960s, an LSD party that included both hippies, primarily Kesey’s own Merry Pranksters, and 
the Hell’s Angels. It was through Kesey that the Angels were introduced to Allen Ginsberg. Even 
Thompson was surprised at how well the two groups initially got along. Later events proved 
his early skepticism to be warranted.198 As it was Thompson who made the introductions, it 
is arguable that even at this early stage in his career he was making news as opposed to just 
reporting or analyzing it. It should be noted, however, that this “active” participation did not 
go nearly as far as in such later efforts as “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved” 
and Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72. Thompson was also still associated with 
the Angels during the disastrous confrontation with student protesters at the Oakland Army 
Induction Center. He correctly predicted that the Angels and the Peace Movement would not 
mesh. It was Thompson’s view that the Hell’s Angels were essentially working class and, in their 
own way, extremely patriotic. Indeed, Sonny Barger, the president of the Oakland Hell’s Angels 
and protagonist of Thompson’s work, was an Army veteran and later volunteered for duty in 
Vietnam (he was refused).199 As Thompson sighed in Hell’s Angels, the Peaceniks, like the press 
before them, were incapable of seeing the Angels for what they truly were or were not willing 
to look: they were, in Thompson’s view, neither the terrifying force shaking the very foundations 
of American life that the media made them out to be nor the avatars of alternative lifestyles 
that the hippies wanted them to be, but quite simply, thugs, though thugs with a good bit 
more style and intelligence than most were willing to credit them.  The mood leading up to the 
march was enshrined in a poem by Ginsberg, “To the Hell’s Angels,” which was published in 
the Berkeley Barb: 
 If you attack, & having innocent pacifists, youths & old ladies busted up
 AND CRITICIZED AS IRRESPONSIBLE COWARDS
 By you, by Press, by Public and by 
 Violence loving leftists 
 & rightists
 then the Angels would be playing into 
 the hands of the heat.200
197 Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo: The Life of  Hunter S. Thompson, 83.  
198 “I don’t think people get it. These guys aren’t intellectuals. They just want to ride bikes, party, and fuck. That’s a bad 
combination around the intelligentia.” Thompson to Gene Mc Garr, as reported in Perry, 104.
199 See Graham Caveney, Screaming with Joy (New York: Broadway, 1999), 123, for Barger’s letter to the President.  
200 “To the Hell’s Angels,” as excerpted in Caveney, 122.
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Thompson severed ties with the Angels, after being beaten bloody at the traditional 
Labor Day Run in 1966. Angels President Barger claimed that, in all likelihood, Thompson had 
provoked the fight to get a fitting ending for his book.201 Thompson insisted this was not the 
case; he always maintained that the beating came out of nowhere, but did concede he should 
have known that after a year he had outstayed his welcome. Nonetheless, Thompson needed 
an ending befitting the “strange and terrible saga” he was presenting in his book. The last 
words of Hell’s Angels, taken from Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, “The horror, the horror 
… exterminate all the brutes” required narrative vindication. An unmotivated savage beating 
provided just what Thompson needed to complete his narrative arc. The book Hell’s Angels: 
A Strange and Terrible Saga was published in early 1967. To date, it has sold over two million 
copies.202
Looking at the Hell’s Angels period, it is clear that Thompson was striving to find a form 
(and employment) that would succeed in the market and yet provide him the freedom to write 
what he wanted to write:
 The seemingly incredible reaction to that Nation piece made me realize how sadly I’ve been 
wasting my time for two years. I’ve written better pieces for the Observer, but nobody read 
them. For that matter, I’ve even clipped them and sent samples around, but due to the 
ingrown timidity and insecurity of the Establishment, it seems you need certain stamps and 
endorsements before you can be real. And the Nation is apparently one of those stamps.203 
1.4.2  Gutter Talk as a Commodity: Thompson’s Use of Language in Hell’s 
Angels and the Changing Sensibilities with Respect to Obscenity
 
In writing Hell’s Angels, Thompson took another step in the direction of “truth.” Applying 
Hemingway’s admonition to use language honestly, he recorded, and wrote in, the  rough street 
patois of the group.204 In his efforts for the National Observer and The Nation, Thompson had 
certainly sought out the limits of editorial tolerance with respect to his interpretation of the facts 
201 Sonny Barger, Hell’s Angel (New York: William Morrow, 2000), 125-127. Barger also accused Thompson of cowardice, 
a cardinal sin in Angel circles. See Barger, 126. Kieffner argues that Thompson may not have purposefully provoked a 
beating, but his behavior was such that it was to be expected, to wit, he failed to meet his promises with respect to the 
Angels and thus disrespected them. Kieffner also agrees with Barger that Thompson acted cowardly on several occasions. 
See Kieffner, paragraph 3. There is a parallel here with Truman Capote’s struggle to finish In Cold Blood. It took Capote 
several years longer than expected to complete the book as he waited for the execution of the two main characters, the 
convicted killers Perry Smith and Dick Hickok. In the end, the project spanned a period of six years, as the convicts were 
granted repeated stays of execution. Capote felt that he could not publish until the sentence had been carried out because 
the book would otherwise be missing the proper dramatic closure required to make it successful as a non-fiction novel. See 
Gerald Clarke, Capote: A Biography (London: Sphere Books, Ltd., 1988). Clarke provides a clear and thorough description 
of Capote’s research on, and composition of, In Cold Blood, in Chapters 38 to 43. 
202 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 122.
203 The Proud Highway, 540.
204 John Raeburn, Fame Became of Him: Hemingway as Public Writer (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), 68.  
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in his efforts to get at the “truth”: in such stories as “A Footloose  American in a Smuggler’s 
Den,” little of the story can actually be verified in an objective fashion and “Why Anti-Gringo 
Winds Often Blow South of the Border” hinges on the  apocryphal portrayal of a British golfer 
of dubious morals in Columbia.
Likewise, his presentation of tangible problems in the form of absurdist fictional thumbnail 
portraits can be found in even his earliest writings for the Eglin Command Courier. Yet, 
Thompson had, on the whole, towed the editorial line that certain language was taboo in the 
print media, until he was confronted with the harsh reality of the Hell’s Angels. Again, this 
makes clear Thompson’s consciousness of the market in which he worked. As an admirer of 
Hemingway’s work, and certainly of Hemingway’s career in writing and commitment to writing, 
he might have been expected to move in this direction earlier in his career, but as a practitioner 
in a market that previously meted out severe penalties for such a tactic — and had rejected his 
fictional emulation of Hemingway in The Rum Diary — he could be expected to hold back from 
such language use in first instance. Similarly, the treatment of his work when he did finally take 
the step of resorting to the language of the back alley and gutter is indicative of the direction 
that non-fiction publishing sensibilities were going in the mid-1960s. In this respect, it should 
be kept in mind that even greater shifts with respect to language use were taking place in 
the realm of fiction publishing. A mere sixteen years separated the publication of Mailer’s The 
Naked and the Dead (1948), in which the word “fuck” was bowdlerized to “fug,” and Hubert 
Selby’s Last Exit to Brooklyn (1964), in which Part IV describes the career of Tralala, a juvenile 
delinquent who has sex with soldiers in order to rob them of their money, all described in the 
coarse language of the 1950s streets.205
While not really a dramatic departure from his previous style of language use, this use 
of vernacular was another evolutionary step and, in typical Thompson fashion, it anticipated 
attitudes towards language developing in the younger and more liberal segments of society 
that were being opposed by the more older and conservative segments and made excellent 
use of the tensions between the two factions to maximize the result for the author. His use 
of words and phrases that could be labeled crude and vulgar and even obscene — only a few 
years before Lenny Bruce was arrested for using them in public, most conspicuously at the Jazz 
Workshop in San Francisco in 1961 and the Café a Go Go in New York City in 1964206 — and 
would never be allowed on network television gave his work a directness, a force, and a greater 
level of verisimilitude. It should also be pointed out that this tactic of adopting his own language 
use to mirror the demeanor and attitudes of his subjects would become increasingly prevalent 
in Thompson’s writing and stand him in good stead in amplifying the impact of the Gonzo 
approach as applied in such later works as “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved” 
and Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas.  
It should be kept in mind that Thompson was not in this for the shock value of the use of 
205 Hugh Selby, Last Exit to Brooklyn (New York: Grove Press, 1964). 
206 John Cohen, The Essential Lenny Bruce (London: Papermac, 1987), 262-263.
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such language. This was indeed more the terrain of comedians like Lenny Bruce and George 
Carlin,207 whose agenda was the breaking down of barriers more than providing greater levels 
of verisimilitude. Thompson’s use of obscenity could be seen, and was seen by some, as a 
tie-in to the counter-cultural agenda of changing social sensibilities through the exposure of 
readers to non-bowdlerized language. After all, people exposed to, and eventually inured to, 
the rawness of the language of the streets and the underclass could be assumed to be more 
likely to deal with the iniquities of American society that were being edited out of the mass 
media, in particular television. However, this is a viewpoint that can be defined as a political 
or social dynamic theory of language. The truth is, however, that Thompson’s use of obscenity 
served an internal, linguistic agenda of boosting the power and the effect of the text on the 
reader to a far greater extent than that it was used to effectuate shifts in social sensibilities; on 
the contrary, it was these shifting sensibilities that made his approach possible. Thompson never 
enthusiastically embraced political or social dogma regarding language as a force of change 
in and of itself. He preferred to approach prose more from the purely artistic perspective of 
striving to find greater accuracy and, in his perspective, greater truth through the application of 
those tactics that eventually led to Gonzo Journalism and in increasingly fine-tuned methods of 
description, including the use of stylistic mirroring. Generally, Thompson’s adoption of the Hell’s 
Angels rough-hewn language use was perceived among cognoscenti in the fashion the author 
desired, that is, as a stylistic tactic aimed at suffusing that which was being reported with the 
moods and attitudes of the subjects of the report. As a result, Thompson was not censured 
by either his publisher or the critics for the inclusion of this language in the book. Given the 
controversy often engendered by the use of obscene material in books in the 1950s and 1960s 
in the United States, this was a conspicuous vindication of Thompson’s, and Hemingway’s, view 
that honest language should and would prevail in American literature, whether it was fictional 
or non-fictional. Nonetheless, his inclusion of taboo language, coupled with the discussion 
in the book of such taboo subjects as oral sex, homosexual acts, and gang rape, did lead 
to approbation among the general populace of readers. In truth, Thompson’s language use 
in Hell’s Angels neatly squared the circle of critical acceptance and public outcry. There was 
enough legitimization on the part of the critics to provide the critics with authority, while there 
was sufficient reason to be scandalized among the vox populi to warrant Thompson becoming 
something of a controversial commodity. As a result, the book remained appealing among those 
readers attracted to the label of controversy without it being hampered by the deadweight of 
court-enforced bans or critical approbation. 
In Bourdieusian terms, Thompson had commodified obscenity for the educated and 
informed class of society by embedding it in an acceptable context, an informative non-fiction 
work, even as he skirted scandal by including contexts that were likewise considered to be 
taboo areas. Hell’s Angels, by being framed as a critique of the press and law enforcement and 
207 One of Carlin’s most famous stand-up routines was entitled “Seven Words You Can Never Say on Television.” It is 
included on his album Class Clown (1972). 
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as a study in the socio-pathology of a defined group, brought both taboo language and taboo 
subjects into the mainstream by the author’s packaging of the material and tactical choices as a 
writer. By using language eschewed by more mainstream journalists, Thompson added greater 
color to his writing and, by breaking these taboos, undoubtedly increased his appeal to a more 
sophisticated audience, both young and old. The fact that he did so without finding himself 
in legal or critical hot water was remarkable, but given the mechanism described above — the 
language is a tool for exploring the truth and the truth found is of an unpleasant nature, thus 
making both legitimate —  it was logical, even inevitable, from the point of view of literary 
sociology. This is doubtless one of the reasons why his use of language in Hell’s Angels in 
particular and in his greater body of works in general remains without conspicuous commentary 
to this day.   
1.4.3   Facts versus Truth
As Thompson struggled to mold the Hell’s Angels story into a satisfactory book, certain 
contradictions became apparent in his work. While he fulminated against the mainstream 
press for not properly comprehending the story, and thus publishing blatant fallacies and 
misinterpretations, he was not beyond fictionalizations of his own. However, while this is 
contradictory on the level of strict factuality, the old-school staple of newspaper reporting, it is 
entirely plausible on the level of the New Journalist, in particular given Thompson’s interpretation 
of the journalist’s job. From Thompson’s perspective, the press at large was guilty of lying to the 
public because they provided false information that led readers away from the truth, whereas 
he was simply using artistic, or journalistic, license to amplify the truth, a truth that was not 
entirely clear from a simple summary of facts and statistics. Thompson also felt more at liberty 
to apply these tactics because he never staked a claim to complete factual veracity or journalistic 
objectivity, claims he believed were being made by the mainstream media. Thompson saw 
himself as a writer first and foremost and a journalist only as a secondary consideration.
Here, it might be illuminating to take into consideration the work being done 
contemporaneously by Norman Mailer. Mailer struggled with this issue and prevailed by defining 
his masterpiece of New Journalism, The Armies of the Night, as both history and novel, though 
this did not necessarily resolve all of the tensions between the desire for drama and story and 
the obligation to meet the standards exacted by mainstream journalism, or scholarly history, for 
that matter:
 The novelist in passing his baton to the historian has a happy smile. He has been faster 
than you think. As a working craftsman, a journeyman artist, he is not without his guile; 
he has come to decide that if you would see the horizon from a forest, you must build 
a tower. If the horizon will reveal most of what is significant, an hour of examination 
can do the job – it is the tower which takes months to build. So the novelist working in 
secret collaboration with the historian has perhaps tried to build with his novel a tower 
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fully equipped with telescopes to study – at the greatest advantage – our own horizon. 
Of course, the tower is crooked, and the telescopes warped, but the instruments of all 
sciences – history so much as physics – are always constructed in small or large error; what 
supports the use of them now is that our intimacy with the master builder of the tower, 
and the lens grinder of the telescope, (yes, even the machinist of the barrels) has given 
us some advantage for correcting the error of the instruments and the imbalance of his 
tower.208
A plea for pure objectivity is fruitless in journalism and history because, in the Mailer 
perspective, it is always fruitless. The only way to relieve the tension between the need for veracity 
on the part of the reader and the truth being presented as filtered through the sensibilities and 
artistic expression of the author is to understand the author’s biases and predilections and take 
them into account. In The Armies of the Night, Mailer places his truth in opposition to the 
media-generated false history, which is more insidious than his interpretation because it has the 
pretension of not just being an interpretation, but somehow being an absolute and definitive 
version of events:
 The method is then exposed. The mass media which surrounded the March on the 
Pentagon created a forest of inaccuracy which would blind the efforts of an historian; our 
novel has provided us with the possibility, no, even the instrument to view our facts and 
conceivably study them in that field of light a labor of lens-grinding has produced.209 
Thompson believed that the facts were subordinate to the truth. He was not so much accusing 
the press of not stating the facts in their Hell’s Angels coverage, but of not getting across the 
truth. It was entirely permissible to bend the facts, massage the facts, in order to get the truth 
behind a story across; what was not tolerable, however, was manipulating these facts to tell a 
story that in its essence was not a representation of the truth. Given Thompson’s personalization 
of the Angels’ phenomenon, the truth in this case, as in many cases to follow, involved getting 
across to the reader what it was like to be there. The facts, here, are merely tools to help 
interpret experience. 
1.5  Summary of Chapter I
Born in 1937 and raised in the Louisville, Kentucky, of the 1940s and 1950s, Hunter Thompson 
was shaped to a significant degree in the early decades of his life by the border state culture 
of that state even though he often rebelled against that area’s peculiar social constructs and 
constraints, which, nonetheless, made him acutely aware of the role of status and money in 
society, and that they could be gained through individual accomplishment. As a young man 
208 Norman Mailer, The Armies of the Night (New York: New American Library, 1968), 245. 
209 Ibid., 245-246.
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with an interest in literature, Thompson was thus early on led to see writing as an economic as 
well as an artistic endeavor.
Thompson’s earliest literary and, to some extent, life models were all writers of fiction who 
eschewed traditional life. Although himself intent on fiction, in the changing literary market 
of the late1950s and early 1960s, in which those periodicals which carried fiction were being 
driven out of the market by specialized publications that did not, Thompson faced the challenge 
of finding an expressive outlet that satisfied both his creative ambitions and his financial needs. 
A first step in the direction of achieving this goal was to focus his energy on journalism 
as an expressive mien. Once again, Thompson found himself pushing against constraints, 
this time the constraints of a profession that he felt, to some extent, stifled his creativity but 
more importantly did not plumb the depths of the truth. Fortunately, there were publications 
appearing that, in response to changes in the American scene being wrought by television, were 
prepared to engage in a different type of journalism.
The articles and the one non-fiction book Thompson published in this period were in 
varying degrees traditional or experimental as Thompson searched for the formula that would 
satisfy him. He fabricated stories and characters for his features, broke language taboos, and 
took participation in the story to new levels and experimented with other techniques laying the 
groundwork for the Gonzo style. All, however, reflected his belief that facts were not necessarily 
the stuff of truth. 
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CHAPTER II
RIDING THE STRANGE TORPEDO
1968-1970
Form follows function.
  Louis Sullivan
2.1 The Temptations of Hunter S. Thompson: Commercialism and Sports 
in the Late Sixties
The publication of Hell’s Angels signaled Thompson’s arrival in the upper echelons of the 
American journalism establishment. Hell’s Angels was reviewed in The New Republic, The New 
York Times, and the Chicago Tribune, among others.1 Litwak, in The New York Times, praised 
Thompson stating “his language is brilliant, his eye is remarkable” and went on to point out that 
Thompson is seemingly unwilling to compromise his integrity.2 Studs Terkel, the famed Chicago-
based oral historian, found the book “superb and terrifying.”3 One of the few negative reviews 
to appear was in Rolling Stone, Thompson’s future mainstay periodical.4 As Perry states, the 
reviewer, John Grissim, Jr., was not impressed by Thompson’s abilities as a writer and reporter.5 
Previously a journeyman writer dependent on the benevolence of magazine editors for 
jobs, and therefore his income, Thompson now had a much greater freedom of choice as he 
became a commodity much in demand by magazines and other periodicals. In May 1967, just 
a few months after the publication of Hell’s Angels, Thompson was commissioned to do “The 
Hashbury is the Capital of Hippies” for the New York Times Magazine, the glossy magazine 
included in the Sunday edition of the New York Times. With reviews in, and commissions 
from, such flagship periodicals as the New York Times and Newsweek, it can be argued that 
Thompson’s value as a cultural commodity rose steeply in the 1967-1968 period and that his 
expectations of greater earnings and market exposure were not unwarranted.6
Furthermore, his work was now getting widespread attention, and Thompson was being 
provided with venues beyond the print media to express his views and to shape a public 
1 Richard M Elman, “Hell´s Angels,” The New Republic, February 25, 1967; Leo Litwak, “On the Wild Side,” The New York 
Times, January 29, 1967; Studs Terkel, “The Hoods among Us,” The Chicago Tribune, December 3, 1967.  
2 Leo Litwak, “On the Wild Side,” The New York Times, January 29, 1967, as retrieved from the New York Times Online 
Archive at www.nytimes.com/books/98/11/29/specials/thompson-angels.html.  
3 Studs Terkel, “The Hoods Are Among Us,” Chicago Tribune, December 3, 1967. 
4 John Grissim, Jr., “Books,” Rolling Stone, January 4, 1969.
5 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 122.
6 Letter to Sue Grafton, January 31, 1968, The Proud Highway, 28, in which he states he plans to publish both a novel (The 
Rum Diary) and a non-fiction book (“The Death of the American Dream”) within the next year. 
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persona. One such occasion was his debut book tour, in which he appeared drunk at a number 
of engagements. Later Thompson expressed regret, but the tour  established a pattern for 
speaking and signing engagements in later years in which audiences came to expect outrageous 
behavior on Thompson’s part.7
While trying to come up with a proper encore — he played with the idea of a book on the 
Death of the American Dream8 — Thompson wrote on politics, gaining a rare personal interview 
with Richard Nixon, and on the French alpine skier Jean-Claude Killy.9 
2.1.1  Finding Killy: Securing a Celebrity Commodity for Playboy Magazine
The article on Killy was originally contracted for by Playboy, but subsequently rejected on the 
grounds that it was too hostile towards its subject, three-time Olympic champion skier Jean-
Claude Killy. A commission to write for Playboy at this point in Thompson’s career was a natural 
fit: Thompson was now a marketable name who had written about topics (the Hell’s Angels, 
travel in South America, and the California alternative lifestyle scene) that fit in with Playboy’s 
philosophy of informing young American male consumers about the myriad lifestyle possibilities 
in the affluent United States of the 1960s.10 Similarly, the choice of topic was well within the 
Playboy mandate of exploring worlds with high potentials of what Thorstein Veblen termed 
“conspicuous consumption.”11 What remained to be seen was the degree to which both sides 
of the publishing equation were willing to accommodate each other’s needs (Thompson’s 
for artistic expression, Playboy’s for editorial fit) in order to gain what the other had to offer. 
Thompson could achieve further exposure and status gains, in addition to earnings, even as 
Playboy banked on increased reputation as a purveyor of quality journalism, even if they could 
not necessarily count on increased economic gains in the short term. 
The Killy article was Thompson’s first serious attempt at meta-journalism: it was more 
about Thompson tracking down Killy for an interview than about Killy.12 Initially, this appears 
to simply be the frustration of the author of the piece towards the physical elusiveness of the 
7 As Thompson put it in a letter dated October 22, 1967, to Paul Krasner, editor of the Realist: “There’s no avoiding the fact 
that I blew this one completely. And I still can’t understand why.” The Proud Highway, 645. 
8 See Fear and Loathing in America, 14-17
9 “Presenting: The Richard Nixon Doll” for Pageant, July 1968, and “The Temptations of Jean-Claude Killy,” for Scanlan’s 
Monthly, March 1970. Both are included in The Great Shark Hunt.
10 Elizabeth Fraterrigo, Playboy and the Making of the Good Life in Modern America (New York: Oxford University, 2009), 
specifically, “Work Hard and Play Hard, Too: Modern Living and the Morality of the Playboy Life,” 48-79. 
11 Thorstein Veblen, “Chapter  Four: Conspicuous Consumption,” in The Theory of the Leisure Class as retrieved from http://
www.gutenberg.org/files/833/833-h/833-h.htm on May 5, 2015. 
12 Meta-journalism is used here to denote journalism that is more about the process than the target of the story; “Killy” is 
a typical example of meta-journalism in that considerable attention is given to providing the reader with information about 
how the story was put together, in this case, the effort it took to get an interview with J.C. Killy and the number of people 
involved in making this happen. Successful meta-journalism uses the description of the process to make points in the story 
that would otherwise be difficult to state outright or to underscore themes that have already been brought to the fore. In 
“Killy,” the latter is the case. Thompson paints a portrait of Killy as a media creation, buried in consultants and handlers. His 
inaccessibility as an interviewee reinforces this theme and provides the feature with greater resonance.
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interviewee. As the article progresses, it becomes apparent that the chase is an integral part 
of the story. Killy is elusive on all levels; Thompson finds himself facing a media contrivance so 
profound it is hard to get past even when he is sitting right next to the subject upon whom this 
media hype is based. In the end, the story is not about Jean-Claude Killy at all but about the 
character Killy that the world of advertising has created in order to sell more products:
 Throughout our numerous, distracted conversations, he was puzzled and dimly annoyed 
with the rambling style of my talk. He seemed to feel that any journalist worthy of his 
profession would submit 10 very precise questions, write down 10 scripted Killy answers 
and then leave. No doubt this reflected the thinking of his PR advisers, who favor such 
concepts as “input,” “exposure” and the “Barnum Imperative.”13 
The Killy article is a landmark in Thompson’s oeuvre in that a coalescence of techniques can be 
seen that are later incorporated in the full-fledged format of Gonzo Journalism, but it also still 
bears the marks of Thompson’s earlier work in his articles for the National Observer and in Hell’s 
Angels. 
In “Killy,” Thompson is still very consciously attempting to expose the substrata of 
media influence that lead readers and viewers to form images and opinions concerning those 
individuals who are prominent in the news and the realm of commercial print and television. 
In this respect, his relentless pursuit of the real Killy is no different than his attempts in Hell’s 
Angels to provide a glimpse of the “real” Angels behind the media hype. Jean-Claude Killy is a 
fitting target for a continuation of Thompson’s campaign to expose media exposure: only the 
second man in history to win all three Alpine discipline gold medals at a single Olympiad, Killy 
was being media-exploited to the maximum of his potential to introduce skiing as a sport of the 
populace in America.14 Likewise, his name and image were being tied to a variety of products, 
from pens to automobiles, in an attempt to make these products attractive to a young and 
affluent audience through the process of association.15 In “The Temptations of Jean-Claude 
Killy,” it is clear, however, that Killy is not merely fodder for the media mill, as were the Hell’s 
Angels, but a willing and calculating participant. This adds to the tension in the article, as Killy 
has a vested interest in not tipping his hand too much. It also results in Thompson having to 
deal with middlemen who are also trying to ensure that the proper spin is put on the story that 
Thompson is putting together:
 With that kind of property to protect, [Mark] McCormack [Killy’s agent] has assumed veto-
13 The Great Shark Hunt, 89. 
14 There are currently five Alpine disciplines; the Super Grand Slalom and the Combined were not Olympic categories of 
competition when Killy participated at Grenoble in 1968. The other three-time winner was Toni Sailor in 1956. 
15 In the Killy article, Thompson mentions Head skis and Chevrolet Camaros as two of the products that Killy is used to sell. It 
can be added that a generation of Americans grew up thinking of Killy not as an accomplished skier but as the spokesman 
for Bic ballpoint pens. 
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power over anyone assigned to write about Killy for the public prints. This is compounded 
in its foulness by the fact that he usually gets away with it.
 Just prior to my introduction he had vetoed a writer from one of the big-selling men’s 
magazines – who eventually wrote a very good Killy article anyway but without ever 
talking to the subject.16 
As such, there is a greater conflict in “Killy” than in Hell’s Angels. In the latter, it was a 
question of doing the necessary investigative work in order to reveal the weaknesses in the 
media portrayal of the Hell’s Angels; in the former, journalistic warfare is required to dislodge 
the underlying truth from an entity, the Killy corporate media juggernaut, quite unwilling to 
bare its soul to Thompson without a fight. Thus, the process of getting the story is thrown 
into stark relief as Thompson attempts to get a firm grasp on his subject. In the end, it is this 
struggle to define Killy that becomes the real story. However, a struggle of this type, pitting the 
writer against commercial and media entities which were likewise embodied by his nominal 
employer, Playboy Enterprises, resulted in a story that was to some degree antithetical to the 
Playboy philosophy: in this respect, Thompson’s struggle was leading him to accentuate the 
features of his writing and journalistic approach that would antagonize his employer, even as he 
endeavored to deliver a work that still to a large degree met the needs of Playboy’s readership. 
2.1.1.1 Narrating a Social Phenomenon: “The Temptations of Jean-Claude 
Killy” as Fictionally Structured Exposition
Fittingly, the narrative arc used for the “The Temptations of Jean-Claude Killy” is that of The 
Great Gatsby, a format to which Thompson returns indirectly in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas 
and more overtly in “Last Tango in Las Vegas.” Like Gatsby, “Killy” involves the erosion of an 
image and the revelation of a disillusioning reality; in both cases, something can be learned 
about the times by looking at the illusion that is cherished for so long.17 Thompson as Nick 
Carraway is first presented with a faraway idealized image of Killy as a modern-day Gatsby, 
a glittering monument to the era. Killy is projected in the media as cool, exotic, charming, 
uncorrupted by the world of sports and glamour in which he has spent the past several years 
of his life and yet somehow approachable. From the start, the reader is aware that there is 
something not quite right with the picture being presented to the extent that it is a simulation of 
a real person, a tailored sanitized version of the athlete, made to order for commercial purposes, 
16 The Great Shark Hunt, 80. 
17 Thompson’s admiration of F. Scott Fitzgerald ran deep and he repeatedly returned to the Gatsby model, using it here in 
the Killy article in his portrait of Killy as an echo of Gatsby with Thompson in the role of Nick Carraway; he returned to the 
book as a template for Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, and yet again returned to the figure of Gatsby in “Last Tango in 
Las Vegas” where Muhammad Ali is reworked into a contemporary African-American Gatsby and Thompson is once more 
cast in the role of Nick Carraway.   This, and the meta-journalistic approach used in the article, makes “Killy” a potent 
deconstruction of the American media mythmaking machine in that it links the current disillusionment with Killy to the 
classic disillusionment presented by Fitzgerald, thus inferring a similarity between the two eras as glittering but shallow 
and tinny, as well as lifting the curtain on the process of media coverage and the possibilities to manipulate such coverage. 
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in particular television, a format that is ill-suited to the ambiguity and frayed edges of authentic 
human behavior:18
 It was a rare public outburst of “the old Jean-Claude.” His American personality has been 
carefully manicured to avoid such outbursts. Chevrolet doesn’t pay him to say what he 
thinks, but to sell Chevrolets – and you don’t do that by telling self-righteous old men to 
fuck off … when you sell Chevrolets in America you honor the myths and mentality of the 
marketplace: you smile like Horatio Alger and give all the credit to Mom and Dad, who 
never lost faith in you and even mortgaged their ingots when things got tough.19
  
As the article progresses, it becomes clear that the Killy the public sees is indeed an artifice, 
but there is a real person underneath the image making. While Thompson is quick to point out 
that Killy can be uninterested in his surroundings to the point of callowness, when he finally 
corners him for an interview without his coterie in attendance, he does have some redeeming 
qualities, qualities just as interesting and as relevant to American society as anything that has 
been produced by his corporate handlers:
 Killy reacts, thinking is not his gig. So it is hard to honor him for whatever straight instincts 
he still cultivates in private – while he mocks them in public, for huge amounts of money. 
The echo of Gatsby’s style recalls the truth that Gatsby was really just a rich crook and a 
booze salesman. But Killy is not Gatsby. He is a bright young Frenchman with a completely 
original act … and a pragmatic frame of reference that is better grounded, I suspect, than 
my own. He is doing pretty well for himself, and nothing in his narrow, high-powered 
experience can allow him to understand how I can watch his act and say that it looks, to 
me, like a very hard dollar – maybe the hardest.20   
By the end of the article we are left with a Killy stripped bare of the image created by 
his media handlers. On a flight out of Salt Lake City, finally alone with Killy, Thompson paints 
a picture of a man whose reputation has become greater than the man himself, who is tired 
in the deepest fibers of his being, but who is locked into the path that his skiing prowess and 
salability have laid out for him:
 He was good enough – and lucky – for a while, to live in that Win-Lose, Black-White, 
Do-or-Die world of the international super TV athlete. It was a beautiful show while it 
lasted, and Killy did his thing better than anyone else has ever done it before. But now, 
with nothing else to win, he is down on the killing floor with the rest of us – sucked into 
strange and senseless wars on unfamiliar terms; haunted by a sense of loss that no amount 
of money can ever replace; mocked by the cotton-candy rules of a mean game that still 
18 See McLuhan, Understanding Media, 268-294, in particular, 269-270 and 273-274.
19 The Great Shark Hunt, 85. The incident being referred to is Killy’s response to questions regarding accusations that he 
did not have the proper amateur status when he won his Olympic medals. He responded that Avery Brundage, the then 
President of the International Olympic Committee, should “come over here himself, and take them from me.”    
20 The Great Shark Hunt, 96.
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awes him … 21  
“The Temptations of Jean-Claude Killy” is also of interest in that in this article Thompson 
expounds on the influence of television and the affluence of the America of the 1960s on its 
tastes and mores. Thompson sees in Killy an embodiment of things to come: skiing is a sport 
that is as suitable to the rising materialism of the United States as football was suitable to the 
television explosion that was likewise shaping American culture. Fittingly, Killy’s counterpart 
at Chevrolet is O.J. Simpson, a rookie professional football player who had won the Heisman 
Trophy as a college player in the same year that Killy had taken home three gold medals from 
Grenoble.22 Thompson observes that Simpson is more adept at riding the wave of media 
adulation that comes with being a football star than Killy is at dealing with the accouterments 
of fame that came flooding his way after winning at the Olympics. Even though Simpson is 
only a first-year pro player, it is obvious that he is already investing in his post-football career.23 
Thompson links the rise of interest in sports like golf and skiing to the growth of disposable 
income in the U.S., and sees the media riding this wave of affluence to greater heights of wealth 
and influence:
 Mark McCormack signed to manage Arnold Palmer a decade ago – just prior to the Great 
Golf Boom. His reasons for betting on Killy are just as obvious. Skiing is no longer an 
esoteric sport for the idle rich, but a fantastically popular new winter status-game for 
anyone who can afford $500 for equipment.
 […]
 The origins of the ski boom were based entirely on economics and the appeal of the sport 
itself … no freaky hypes or shoestring promotional campaigns … the Money Boom of the 
1960s produced a sassy middle class with time on its hands, and suddenly there was a 
mushrooming demand for things like golf clubs, motorboats, and skis.24   
In essence, Thompson is explicating the very forces driving the success of such publications as 
Playboy: those specialized periodicals catering to and shaping the needs of nascent consumers 
for information regarding possible consumptive behavior. Thompson correctly foresaw the 
developments leading to the explosion in money in the sports entertainment industry in the 
1970s and 1980s.25 He also correctly attributed the growth in interest to growing affluence, 
21 The Great Shark Hunt, 95.
22 The Heisman Trophy is the award given to the outstanding college football player in a given year, as decided by the votes 
of American sportswriters. It was established by the Downtown Athletic Club of New York.
23 Simpson went on to  work as a sportscaster, star in several movies, serve as a spokesman for Hertz Rentals, and run his 
own film production company before being tried for the murder of his wife in 1994-1995. 
24 The Great Shark Hunt, 87.
25 A look at the salaries being paid in the late 1960s and early 1970s shows just how much the sports world has matured: 
in 1973, as stated in The Great Shark Hunt, 73, the average salary of an NFL league football player was 28,500 dollars a 
year. The NBA was more generous, but the average there was still only 92,500 dollars per annum. In 2005, the NBA players 
association reported that average salaries had crossed the 4 million a year mark, while the NFL reported that median salaries 
in 2009 were at 770,000 dollars a year. It should be kept in mind that NFL teams employ far greater numbers of players, so 
it is logical that median/average individual salaries are significantly lower than those in the NBA.
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greater exposure to television, and rising average levels of education. The fact that these same 
developments were what provided fertile grounds for approaches to journalism such as the 
New Journalism of Wolfe, Talese, and Mailer as well as Thompson’s own developing approach, 
Gonzo, provides the article with an exquisite literary resonance. Even as Thompson is analyzing 
the significance of Killy as a commercial icon, he is practicing a form of journalism that bears an 
odd but fairly direct kinship to the subject being discussed; both Killy and Thompson’s writing 
are products of the same economic developments and societal shifts.
In the 1960s, the Baby Boom generation of the postwar period came of age, and, given the 
affluent state of the nation as the United States entered the 1960s, it is not surprising that the 
number of college students rose dramatically; the period 1939 to 1974 saw college attendance 
increase by a factor of eight.26 As such, young college-educated consumers became a significant 
cohort in the 1960s and catering to this group was economically fruitful. At the same time, 
television use exploded in the United States, going from a marginal format in the early 1940s 
to a ubiquitous state by the 1970s. As is argued in Chapter I, it is telling that NFL-style football 
was given so much attention in Thompson’s writing: football is a sport many people learn to 
appreciate in college, indeed the college leagues predate the professional sport by decades, 
and was a sport that owes its success as a spectator sport primarily to broadcast television.27 
Neither statement can be made of its summertime counterpart, baseball. Likewise, it can be 
argued that football, golf, and skiing are all sports that are best appreciated on television, 
where an overview of the game is possible that cannot be attained by a live spectator. In the 
end, television is increasingly determining which sports remain popular or grow in popularity.
2.1.1.2 A Pass by Playboy: Why an Ambitious Periodical Refused an Innovative 
Piece of Journalism
Given Thompson’s statements on the American media, his indictment of Killy’s character, 
and the generally antagonistic tone of the article, it is not surprising that Playboy refused to 
publish the article. As we saw above, it is to a very significant degree an indictment of the very 
lifestyle choices that Hugh Hefner was propagating: conspicuous consumption, the irrelevant 
sexualization of sports and consumer marketing, and the commodification of  people in the 
endless drive to sell products. 
Nonetheless, it would have been a shrewd move on Hefner’s part to have included the 
article: it was exactly the type of legitimating copy his publication so desperately sought in its 
bid to distinguish itself from other “skin magazines” in an ever-burgeoning and increasingly 
erotic glossy magazine market. As Bourdieu points out in his Distinction: A Social Critique of the 
Judgement of Taste, often caste-like distinctions are made between various cultural products on 
26 Theodore White, Breach of Faith: The Fall of Richard Nixon (New York: Atheneum Publishers, 1975), 46-47.
27 A recent survey showed that only 7% of the regular viewers of football on television had ever been to a live game in their 
lifetimes. See Richard Lacayo, “Inside the New Dallas Cowboys Stadium,” Time, September 21, 2009 issue.
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the basis of their perceived value and readership.28 A magazine like Playboy would want to gain 
a perceived value higher on the cultural food chain than that of other glossies featuring female 
nudity in order to garner a more upscale audience and a wider degree of acceptability. The 
former would make the periodical more interesting to those advertisers wishing to reach affluent 
sectors of society; the latter would provide Playboy with a greater number of sales outlets. After 
all, vendors are more likely to feature a periodical that focuses on journalism and fiction, while 
also providing tasteful erotica, than a periodical perceived as being a straightforward purveyor 
of pornography. Indeed, Hugh Hefner did seek out such copy time and again — to the point 
where it became a stock joke for comedians to say they read Playboy for the interviews and 
analyses — and the inclusion of Thompson’s piece would have been a logical extension of this 
policy.29
In this light, Thompson’s decision to take the particular tack that he did appears far less 
self-destructive. It was not a given that Playboy would reject the article; it was, however, not 
a given they would accept it. Furthermore, Thompson himself was pursuing a path that was 
singularly well-fitted to Playboy’s literary and journalistic sensibilities: he was infusing sports 
journalism and feature writing with those elements that could raise the cultural value and status 
of the genres to greater heights than they had previously attained or been assumed to possess. 
In essence, Thompson was attempting to raise his own cultural worth and thus increase it in 
the market by writing journalism that was transcendent of the form. The infusion of literary and 
cultural-analytical elements provided his writing with qualities beyond that of “mere” sports 
coverage or journalistic portraiture.    
It is also obvious, however, that it would be as hard for the editors of Playboy to explain 
passages like the one below to potential advertisers as it would be to explain Thompson’s views 
on Killy to a readership looking for confirmation of its lifestyle.
 Flying United, to me, is like crossing the Andes on a prison bus. There is no question in my 
mind that somebody like Pat Nixon personally approves every United stewardess. Nowhere 
in the Western world is there anything equal to the collection of self-righteous shrews who 
staff the “friendly skies of United.”30
Thompson had used the language of the Hell’s Angels in his reporting to throw the contours 
of their world into bold relief; by providing himself with a legitimate space to use a wider 
palette of language in his journalism than was generally acceptable at the time, he thus also 
gained greater latitude to use his own expressive abilities in his journalism. In other words, 
by taking the position that it was only possible to attain the truth about the Hell’s Angels by 
28 Pierre Bourdieu (translated by Richard Nice), Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1984), in particular “The Aristocracy of Culture,” 11-96.
29 See for Hefner’s efforts to create an adult magazine with a cultural relevance, Fraterrigo, Playboy and the Making of the 
Good Life in America, “We Aren’t a Family Magazine,” 15-47.  
30 The Great Shark Hunt, 93.
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using their authentic language, he opened the door to other “transgressions” of the classic 
journalistic mien. After all, if authentic language was needed, then it could be argued that a 
more authentic narrative line would be required, as well as participation in the dialogue and 
action by the journalist. In this respect, Hell’s Angels had made journalism a more gratifying 
field for Thompson the stylist. Here, in “The Temptations of Jean-Claude Killy,” Thompson 
attempted to create greater structural latitude for his writing by infusing his reporting on the 
Killy phenomenon with two distinct story arcs: the dramatic arc of Killy’s life as a cautionary tale 
and the narrative arc of Thompson’s quest to get the real story behind the icon. Where Hell’s 
Angels met with immediate success, “Killy” initially was turned down by its intended publisher. 
Thompson was on the right track, but had transcended a bit too much: as much as Playboy and 
its readership sought the status provided by his approach, there was too much here to grate 
against their basic sensibilities.31 
That did not make it less of an extraordinary piece of journalistic artistry and invention 
and it would be picked up by another magazine (Scanlan’s Monthly, March 1970) quickly after 
Playboy passed on publication. Playboy’s refusal simply illustrated that it was just as determined 
in following a distinct editorial path as Thompson was committed to developing a market for his 
increasingly original but uncompromising style. It is interesting to note that as Thompson became 
more of a commodity himself and his personal life began to eclipse his writing, he would become 
more palatable, even desirable, to Playboy. He would be interviewed by Playboy a number of times 
during his career, starting with a first memorable interview in 1974, conducted by Craig Vetter.32
2.1.2  Nixon Hunter
The Nixon article, “Presenting: The Richard Nixon Doll (Overhauled 1968 Model)” was based on 
an interview that took place under the strict condition that Thompson was to talk only about 
sports.33 It is nonetheless a highly political and critical piece. 
In point of fact, the Nixon article predates the Killy piece by several months and is less 
sophisticated in its approach than “The Temptations of Jean-Claude Killy.” Here, the meta-
journalism that made “Killy” unique is still in a more embryonic stage. As the subject matter 
was altogether more complex, and the press mandate he had been given more limited, it was a 
far greater challenge than its immediate successor; solving the paradox Thompson faced in 
providing coverage of a political figure he obviously hated without completely losing his direction 
as a journalist would place demands on both his integrity and his creativity. It is thus fitting 
31 Fraterrigo, Playboy and the Making of the Good life in America, 79: “…adherents to ‘the playboy life’” neither dropped 
out of society nor posed a serious challenge to the economic order.”
32 This interview was anthologized in Anita Thompson, Ancient Gonzo Wisdom (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Da Capo 
Press, 2009). 
33 The interview was conducted as Nixon wrapped up campaigning in the 1968 New Hampshire Republican Presidential 
primary in early March of 1968. The article initially ran in the July 1968 edition of Pageant. Nixon went on to win the 
primary and gain the nomination over such rivals as George Romney and Ronald Reagan. Lyndon Johnson won the 
Democratic primary, but a stunningly slim margin of victory against Senator Eugene McCarthy forced him to leave the race. 
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that this article be discussed subsequent to “Killy” even if that requires a bit of chronological 
compromise.
2.1.2.1 “A Plastic Man in a Plastic Bag”: Hunter Thompson and the Nixon 
Interview
In taking on the chance to interview one of the pre-eminent politicians of the period, Thompson 
went in a cynic. Nixon had been a public figure for the entirety of Thompson’s adult life, his 
political career having started in the House of Representatives where he had risen to prominence 
as a member of the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) that initially exposed Alger 
Hiss as a spy.34 From his controversial role at HUAC — there were many in the 1960s who still 
maintained that Hiss was innocent — Nixon had gone on to a seat in the United States Senate, 
won in part by labeling his opponent the “Pink Lady” in reference to her alleged Communist 
sympathies,35 and the Vice Presidency in the Eisenhower Administration. Having lost a hard-
fought fight for the governorship of California in 1962, this race, the 1968 presidential contest, 
was likely to be Nixon’s last if he were not successful. In order to maximize his chances of victory, 
Nixon had assembled a team of media experts to craft a campaign strategy that blunted the 
sharper edges of his public persona, in essence creating a “New Nixon” for public consumption.
William Stephenson discusses Thompson’s attitude from a more literary perspective 
in Gonzo Republic: Hunter Thompson’s America by pointing out that the Gatsby template 
with which Thompson was so enamored could be extended to Nixon. In Stephenson’s view, 
Thompson viewed Nixon as an anti-Gatsby, a character who was “another aspirational faker, a 
debased contemporary incarnation of Gatsby, who wooed the nation with lies.”36 Stephenson 
argues that Thompson’s focus on, and even obsession with, Gatsby was born of his “strong, 
though never systematically articulated, Gatsby-like belief in American individualism and the 
quest for self-realization.”37 It is argued in this work that the use of Gatsby was significant not 
solely from this literary-psychological perspective, but also from the perspective of Thompson’s 
position as a writer working within the context of an America being inundated by the image-
shaping medium of television. In this light, Gatsby is a recognizable character to educated 
audiences that can be easily contemporized to the America of the 1960s and 1970s.     
Thompson was of the opinion that Nixon was trying to prove that he was just a regular 
guy by talking about football, but would, in essence, be faking it. Thompson perceived, in other 
words, that he was being used, or was about to be used, as a further conduit for delivering the 
“New Nixon” message to an unwitting electorate. To his shock and chagrin, however, Nixon 
34 Jonathan Aitken, Nixon: A Life (Washington, D.C.: Regnery Publishing, Inc., 1993), 150-178.
35 Ibid., 182. 
36 William Stephenson, Gonzo Republic: Hunter Thompson’s America (London: Continuum International Publishing Group, 
2012), 102: Stephenson cites specifically a letter to Ted Sorensen, dated March 28, 1968, as published in Fear and Loathing 
in America, 50.
37 Ibid., 103. 
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knew quite a bit about football.38 Nonetheless, Thompson still could not bring himself to like or 
trust the man behind the politician. As would prove the case in covering Killy, things were just 
a bit too slick: 
 My assignment was to find the man behind all these masks, or maybe to find there was 
no mask at all – that Richard Milhous Nixon, at age 55, was neither more nor less than 
what he appeared to be – a plastic man in a plastic bag, surrounded by hired wizards so 
cautious as to seem almost plastic themselves...Richard Nixon has never been one of my 
favorite people, anyway. For years I’ve regarded his very existence as a monument to all 
the rancid genes and broken chromosomes that corrupt the possibilities of the American 
Dream; he was a foul caricature of himself, a man with no soul, no inner convictions, with 
the integrity of a hyena and the style of a poison toad.39 
Gatsby or anti-Gatsby, Nixon is, when stripped to his core, a creation of the modern media more 
than a modern incarnation of a literary creation. 
2.1.2.2 The Medium Is the Story: The Nixon Doll as a Product of Television
In many respects, Thompson strikes a tone that is similar to that later used in Joe McGinness’s 
coverage of the same campaign in The Selling of the President.40 McGinness’s indictment of 
the campaign was, like Thompson’s, that it was contrived and that the press and the public 
consumed this stage show unquestioningly. It is not the nature of television to question, but 
to project that at which it points its cameras.41 Thompson took it upon himself to shatter 
this contrived image through his words. The specialized market he had found was primarily a 
market of truth as opposed to the product being provided by television, that of appearance. In 
line with the logic of McLuhan’s perspective that the medium is the message, Thompson saw 
television as the story behind the candidate: Nixon had been transformed from the controversial 
Communist hunter of Alger Hiss days into a bland commodity that could be sold like detergent. 
Such a transformation was only possible in the age of television; in order to still be able to make 
responsible and informed political choices, voters needed to understand that it was television 
that was making this transformation possible and not any intrinsic change in the candidate 
himself. 
In this light, the two articles — “Nixon Doll” and “Killy” — make clear a complex process of 
reconfiguration taking place in journalism. As television ascended to a primary position among 
media, a need grew for journalism that went behind the scenes to delineate television’s influence 
on that which it purported to cover, from sports to politics. At the same time, television drained 
away advertising revenues from newspapers and periodicals, necessitating that these media 
38 See Jonathan Aitkin, Nixon: A Life, for Nixon’s years as a college football player for Whittier, 33-34.
39 The Great Shark Hunt, 185.
40 Joe McGinness, The Selling of the President 1968 (New York: Pocket Books, 1969).
41 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 269 and 288. 
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tailor their policies to meet the demands of an increasingly constrained advertising market. On 
the macro level, this led to a shift away from mass-market general interest periodicals in favor 
of specialized narrow focus periodicals. At the micro level, each of these periodicals was in 
turn required to define as clear and affluent a market as they could in order to be attractive to 
advertisers (Playboy, Rolling Stone, Psychology Today, Omni) or find a common interest audience 
with as broad a base as possible (TV Guide, Reader’s Digest, National Enquirer). Concomitantly, 
this led journalists like Thompson to fuse narrow-focus themes like sports, party politics, and 
cultural esoterica (such as the Hell’s Angels) to in-depth cultural analysis and literary sensibilities. 
“Nixon Doll” marked the start of a strange but fruitful fascination on Thompson’s part 
with a politician whom he believed represented everything twisted and corrupt in American 
politics. It was in stalking Nixon that Thompson truly hit his stride, and thus it is fitting that he 
dedicated his first volume of collected works, The Great Shark Hunt, to “Richard Nixon, who 
never let me down.” Nixon was the personification of what Thompson believed was wrong 
with American politics; by appearing presidential, he had successfully deceived the American 
people into believing he was presidential and was subsequently elected president. Thompson 
went to great lengths in his writing to portray him as what he believed him to truly be, a hack 
and a dangerous one at that, who no more deserved to be in the White House than Mussolini.
Nonetheless, Nixon was more of a challenge to Thompson on a number of fronts than 
the Hell’s Angels had been and Jean-Claude Killy would prove to be. To start with, he was 
accessible, which actually hampered Thompson in that there was little struggle or adversity to 
report in getting the initial story. Attempts to depict Nixon as a prisoner of his handlers would 
be fruitless given that Thompson, in order to write “Nixon Doll,” had been given all the access 
he needed, unusual given his credentials.42
Furthermore, Thompson’s personal animus regarding Nixon conflicts with a professional 
respect for the political expert that Nixon is:43
 I went to New Hampshire expecting to find a braying ass, and I came away convinced 
that Richard Nixon has one of the best minds in politics. He understands problems very 
quickly; you can almost hear his brain working when he’s faced with a difficult question. 
He concentrates so visibly that it looks like he’s posing…44
Yet, it is this internal tension that gives “Nixon Doll” its potency. Thompson uses his own 
dismay at Nixon’s good qualities to destroy his target. It is because Nixon is a skilled political 
technician that he is dangerous, and it is because he has human traits like a love of spectator 
sports that voters will fail to see his flaws. Nixon is a superb political technician but nothing 
42 Thompson did not become an established figure on the political circuit until the 1972 campaign. In 1968, he was still 
known mainly for Hell’s Angels. Additionally, his best articles on football do not predate 1973.   
43 Nixon was a widely respected authority on the political process and on foreign affairs and remained so even in the 
aftermath of Watergate and his resignation of the Presidency. He authored ten books, starting with Six Crises (1962).  
44 The Great Shark Hunt, 187-188.
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more than that. He is merely an adept technician, devoid of a  soul.
In “Nixon Doll,” Thompson is our mirror in confronting Nixon. His response to Nixon is 
surprising in that it is not one of unmitigated hatred. Thompson expects to hate everything 
about Nixon and comes away feeling admiration for the man’s intellect and knowledge. Yet, 
as voters, we must beware. Up close and personal, Thompson fails to find a real person. The 
tragedy of Richard Nixon is not that he is faking being a football fan or a political operator but 
that he appears to be faking being a human being: 
 Three weeks later this same man, after winning the New Hampshire primary, laughingly 
attributed his victory to the new makeup he’d been wearing. He thought he was being 
funny – at least on one level – but on another level he was telling the absolute truth.45  
While there is little of the spectacular in “Nixon Doll” — it is a much more understated 
piece than “Killy” — it does bear strong similarities to the Killy article. First of all, though there 
is little in terms of meta-journalistic conflict in the story, a number of Nixon handlers do make an 
appearance in the article in preparing Nixon for both the campaign coverage and the interview 
itself.46 Thompson uses the behavior of the aides to add to the picture he wishes to present of 
Nixon. They are smooth, competent, and often even pleasant, but devoid of humanity. Also, 
they seem too eager to present the proper image of their man, not unlike the image makers 
working with Killy. 
A further similarity is that here too the main focus of the article is really Thompson. It 
is his doubts the reader is most interested in, and it is his perspective that has precedence in 
the article. Very little of the actual campaign is presented and little time is wasted on Nixon’s 
opponents. 
Finally, there is much more at stake in the article than a portrait of a single political 
candidate, even if the single candidate is the former Vice President of the United States. To 
state that Nixon was a divisive character throughout his career is obvious; in “Nixon Doll,” 
Thompson zeroes in on what makes Nixon so divisive and why he can keep on coming back, 
defeat after defeat. This was a man who had recovered from a close loss to Kennedy in the 
1960 presidential race, only to suffer an even more painful loss to Edmund Brown in the 1962 
gubernatorial election. It was after conceding defeat in the latter that Nixon to the press that 
they “would no longer have Richard Nixon to kick around anymore.”47 This, the 1968 primary 
series, was Nixon’s last chance at political redemption at the national level. In Thompson’s view, 
the Nixon public persona is a creation no different from that of Killy, a creation of advisors and 
45 The Great Shark Hunt, 192.
46 Henry Hyde, a campaign manager, is presented as checking out Thompson’s credentials, supposedly after surreptitiously 
reading Thompson’s notes. Hyde thwarts Thompson’s attempts to sit in on the taping of a Nixon campaign advertisement. 
Ray Price, an advisor, is portrayed at being hurt that Thompson does not think Nixon is clear on what to do in Vietnam. 
It is Price who arranges for Thompson to ride to the Manchester airport with Nixon. A chorus of anonymous staffers are 
sketched as being humorless. 
47 Aitken, Nixon: A Life, 305. 
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media consultants. It has been crafted to present a different Nixon to the public that is more 
innocuous, and hopefully more acceptable, to the broader electorate.  Beneath the persona, 
however, is a real person. As long as voters continue accepting the media concoction, they are 
doomed to getting stuck with the toad. Whereas “Killy” is Thompson’s attempt to define the 
nature of the entity he had been assigned to cover, his “Nixon Doll” is no less than an attempt 
at a démasqué of the doll, to warn of the monster beneath the mask. 
2.1.2.3 Expect to Find a Braying Ass: Subjectivity as a Legitimate Form of 
Journalism
In order to remain credible as a source, even a subjective source, Thompson had to temper his 
own hostilities in order to provide readers with room to draw their own conclusions. Political 
articles tend to be a more intricate endeavor in this respect than sports or cultural commentary. 
Readers are more likely to lose commitment to reading the story if they believe the article is 
biased and the more the journalist’s views and observations diverge from their own, the less 
likely they are to give it any credence.
Thompson’s agenda, however, is clear; he does not see it as his job to merely present a 
balanced portrait of Nixon. In admitting from the start that he is strongly biased, his amazement 
that Nixon has any redeeming qualities serves to delineate the Thompson bias in bold relief: 
we know that Thompson believes Nixon is a master manipulator, but similarly we recognize 
that Thompson is trying to manipulate us. By being truthful about his own problems with and 
objections to the man, Thompson is inoculating his readership against his    
own bias by planting awareness of it in their consciousness. In other words, Thompson presents 
himself as a flawed subjective person and that makes it more acceptable that he would be able 
to point out the flaws in others, and by presenting himself as a manipulator, he makes it credible 
that he would recognize the manipulation being perpetrated by the Nixon campaign. In this 
respect, Thompson committed fully to a position that at the time was highly controversial by 
positing in his approach to the Nixon interview that an audience was capable of dealing with 
and appreciating an overtly subjective approach, and by the argument implicit in his portrayal 
of the manipulation of the coverage being provided by the media as a whole that there was no 
such thing as true objectivity to begin with. In later decades, his positions were vindicated by 
both the rise of far more overtly biased television news coverage on such networks as Fox News 
and the taking to task of such venerable flagships of old-school objectivity as the New York 
Times for presumed institutional bias.48        
A démasqué of the entire political process might require more; in Thompson’s approach, 
the “more” involved is a sharp increase of the bias of his own perceptions to the point where 
48 Bob Kohn, Journalistic Fraud (Nashville: WND Books, 2003); Mort Rosenblum, Who Stole the News: Why We Can’t Keep 
Up With What Happens in the World (New York: John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1993); Howard Kurtz, Hot Air: All Talk, All the 
Time (New York: Times Books/Random House, 1996), among others. 
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the reader is being presented with fabrication laced with just enough factual observation to 
provide a sense of verisimilitude. Yet, like Thompson’s overt subjective reporting in “Nixon Doll,” 
the fiction is so clear as to not be construed as an attempt to pawn off fabrication as fact, even 
if it can be seen as a window on a deeper reality or truth. Such is definitively the case in the 
tableau painted in the following excerpt from his 1972 campaign book on how to win delegate 
votes at a political convention:
Soaking wet, falling into the lobby, begging for help: No wallet, no money, no ID. Blood on 
both hands and one shoe missing, dragged up to the room by two bellboys... Breakfast at 
noon the next day, half sick in the coffee shop – waiting for a Western Union money order 
from the wife in St. Louis. Very spotty memories from last night.
“Hi, there, Virgil.”
J.D. Squane, still grinning. Where were you last night, Virgil?
[...]
“I got mugged – by your girlfriend.”
“Oh? Too bad. I wanted to nail down that ugly vote of yours.”
“Ugly?”  
[...]
Squane smiles heavily. “Tell me Virgil – what was it you wanted for that vote of yours? A 
seat on the federal bench?” 
“You’re goddamn fuckin’ A right!  You got me in bad trouble last night, J.D. When I got 
back there my wallet was gone and there was blood on my hands.”
“I know. You beat the shit out of her.” 
“What?” 
“Look at these photographs, Virgil. It’s some of the most disgusting stuff I’ve ever seen.”
“Photographs?” 
[...]
“No! This can’t be me! I never saw that girl. Christ, she’s only a child!” 
“That’s why these pictures are so disgusting, Virgil. You’re lucky we didn’t take them 
straight to the cops and have you locked up.”
[...] 
“No!”
“Yes, Virgil – and now you’re going to pay for it.”
“How? What are you talking about?”
Squane smiling again. “Votes my friend. Yours and five others. Six votes for six negatives. 
Are you ready?”
Tears of rage in the eyes now. “You evil sonofabitch! You’re blackmailing me!” 
“Ridiculous, Virgil. Ridiculous. I’m talking about coalition politics.”49
In reporting on those parts of the political process to which he has no access, Thompson was 
forced to rely more on his imagination than on fact. Amazingly, this portrait of the possible evils 
of delegate hustling is presented in the section on the Democratic Party Convention, ostensibly 
49 Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72, 265-266.
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the party that had Thompson’s favor in the 1972 election. Even more amazing is how accurate 
this hideous vignette actually is: similar absurd types of plot were actually presented to the 
Republican Committee to Re-elect the President (CREEP) in 1972.50 Yet, even in his reporting 
on the Democrats, Thompson felt compelled to remind the reader that he was dealing with 
eminently corruptible beings. Whether Democrat or Republican, the writer’s task is to dig deeper 
and to reveal more than is being reported on television or by the mainstream press, which by 
letting its role be co-opted by the broadcast television media has  become a mere echo or parrot 
of the former. As Thompson showed by planting dummy stories on the campaign trail,51 the 
print media are under such enormous pressure to produce on a tight deadline in order to be able 
to compete with the nightly news bulletins that they will willingly go to print with stories that 
are not only unverified but easily identifiable as fake.52  In doing this, he foreshadowed some 
of the debacles that have occurred at various publications in the past few years, including the 
Glass Affair at The New Republic, in which a reporter was forced to admit that time pressures 
had forced him to completely fabricate stories.53 
Thompson’s writing on politics and on sports has a certain urgency to it, as he continuously 
strove to persuade readers to look beneath the surface and find out what was really going on. 
As the years passed, this led him to discuss less the event taking place and more what was taking 
place behind the scenes. By the 1990s, Better than Sex is more about the process of getting 
elected and Thompson witnessing the mechanics of politics than the actual election itself. In 
Better than Sex, discussed at length in Part IV, one of the featured characters is James Carville, 
a political consultant. In this book, he holds a focal position not unlike that of McGovern in 
Campaign Trail ’72. By 1992, there is no more need on Thompson’s part to report much of 
anything. It is all about revealing the process and imparting the sensation of the campaign: the 
reporting can be done by television. The reasons Thompson felt this urgency in reporting on 
politics can be traced back to his experiences in the late 1960s and early 1970s, specifically the 
Democratic National Convention of 1968 and his own campaign for Sheriff of Pitkin County 
(Aspen, Colorado) in 1970.
2.1.3 Freak Power Surge: Thompson Runs for Political Office
The 1968 Democratic Convention in Chicago severely altered Thompson’s outlook on politics: 
after being beaten by riot police, he returned to his new home in Woody Creek, Colorado, 
“a raving beast” who was no longer willing to simply report, but needed to participate.54 The 
1968 Democratic Convention was a watershed moment for many writers and journalists in 
50 Richard Reeves, President Nixon: Alone in the White House (New York: Touchstone Books/Simon and Shuster, 2001), 
424 and 429-431
51 Songs of the Doomed, 143.
52 Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72, 150-153.
53 See Buzz Bissinger, “Shattered Glass,” Vanity Fair, September 1998, for a complete report of the scandal.
54 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 131.
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the United States; both the timing, taking place as it did at the peak of the protests against 
the Vietnam war in the U.S., and the nature of the riots — it can argued the police played a 
role in heightening the tensions that led to the violence — provided the Chicago Riots with a 
bitter significance, even in the context of the riot-plagued 1960s.55 Furthermore, like the war in 
Vietnam itself, its impact was amplified considerably by the copious media coverage it received 
by the hundreds of individuals and organizations in the city to cover the convention.56 Finally, 
and this was of particular relevance to Thompson, it showed that journalists could not count on 
their profession shielding them from the force being used by the police against the protesters. 
If Thompson came away from the Chicago experience “a raving beast,” it was a beast that had 
witnessed first-hand state-sanctioned violence being perpetrated on members of his profession 
and had seen these actions reported by numerous agencies in the days that followed.     
There is a marked contrast between the cool cynicism of “Nixon Doll” and the raw angst 
of Thompson’s later writing on politics in the 1970s. The experiences of the summer of 1968 left 
their mark on Thompson’s writing: prior to attending the Democratic Convention, Thompson 
was subjected to the indirect trauma of the assassination of Robert Kennedy in California.57      
After following the televised coverage of the California primary that day, he was away 
from his TV when Kennedy was shot and killed by Sirhan Sirhan. He nonetheless felt as if he had 
witnessed the death of the American Dream on television.58 In a sense, there is an evolution in 
Thompson’s experience of the “Death of the Dream” that can be seen in the way he expressed 
what he experienced after the deaths of John and Robert Kennedy. The assassination of the 
president prompted him to state, as Stephenson points out, that “Neither your children nor 
mine will ever be able to grasp what Gatsby was after.”59 Here, there is a direct link to the 
printed word and a sense that what was being put before the reader is intangible; by 1968, 
death is something that can be witnessed in a very real fashion, live on television. Yet, in both 
cases, the significance is something that still requires further articulation. Television may show 
viewers the literal death of the senator, but it cannot communicate the greater ramifications.
The 1968 election, coming as it did on the heels of the Kennedy assassination and the 
riots in Chicago, provided fodder for a number of writers and proved to have a particularly 
55 Theodore White, The Making of the President 1968, Harper Perennial Edition (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2010), 
301-366, in particular 336-338. 
56 Though, as Theodore White points out, it is the technological presence that is even more significant; in The Making of 
the President 1968, he focuses most of his discussion of media presence on what he terms “the television men”: see 308-
309, among others.  
57 Robert Kennedy was murdered shortly after winning the California Democratic presidential primary on June 5, 1968. 
See C. David Heymann, RFK: A Candid Biography of Robert F. Kennedy (New York: Dutton, 1998), 486-509 for a detailed 
report of the events. 
58 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 130.
59 The Proud Highway, 420, as cited in Stephenson, 102.
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galvanizing effect on the New Journalists.60 Given the complexities of the issues being debated 
and the process by which the candidates were to be designated and, in light of this, the facile 
nature of the television coverage of the events of the 1968 campaign, it is not surprising that 
New Journalists would find a particular mandate in covering that specific campaign. 
The effect on Thompson did not immediately result in writing as much as in a realization 
on the author’s part that he needed to gain more control over his environment;61 initially, this 
led Thompson to try his hand at campaigning for elected office.62
In 1967, Thompson purchased a house and 110 acres of land in Woody Creek, Colorado, 
just outside of Aspen for 75,000 dollars.63 This residence, which he owned for the rest of his life, 
became a key feature of the persona he later developed as the Gonzo journalist and “man of 
action.”  It is depicted in a good deal of his writing, particularly in such later works as Hey, Rube 
and Kingdom of Fear and is portrayed in fictional depictions of Thompson, such as the Raoul 
Duke character in Gerry Trudeau’s Doonesbury comics64 and the Spider Jerusalem figure in the 
Transmetropolitan graphic novel series.65  
Thompson was dismayed by what he perceived to be the rape of the land taking place 
by developers eager to cash in on the boom in the Western States in general and the real 
estate gold rush in Colorado specifically, owing to the sudden increased popularity of winter 
sports in the United States.66 As such, his foray into active politics was both an attempt to 
control his environment as well as a specific protest against the developments taking place in 
the Rocky Mountain States in the late 1960s and early 1970s.  There were, not surprisingly, 
more local politicos and voters interested in working to curb land development in the area; in 
them Thompson found instant allies. As he put it,
60 Mailer wrote Miami and the Siege of Chicago and Terry Southern “Groovin’ in Chi,” to name but two of the more 
accomplished works to come out of the summer of 1968.
 Thompson himself wrote little on the subject at the time, but the events that transpired in Chicago did lead him to 
create the alter ego “Raoul Duke” which he used in his depiction of the riots. See “Chicago – Summer of ’68,” Hunter S. 
Thompson, Fear and Loathing in America: The Fear and Loathing Letters, Volume II (New York: Simon and Shuster, 2000) 
112-118.
61 Significantly, the chapter on Thompson’s campaign for Sheriff of Pitkin County in The Kingdom of Fear is entitled “Politics 
is the Art of Controlling Your Environment.” See Kingdom of Fear, 71. 
62 Note that Thompson’s bid for the office of sheriff was neither a publicity stunt nor the Quixotic effort of a disgruntled 
local. The official results showed that Thompson came within five-hundred votes of winning the election. For the election 
results, see Carroll, 132-133. It should be pointed out that he never expected to win; as Freak Power co-founder Michael 
Solheim stated, Thompson was to serve as a lightning rod to draw attention, and major party time and money away from 
the Freak Power candidate for County Commissioner Ned Vare, who it was believed really did have a chance of winning. 
See Carroll, 127, 133. Solheim later conceded that Thompson might have won if they had allowed his campaign to be a 
bit less bizarre. See Carroll, 133. Thompson remarked in “Freak Power in the Rockies” that “Ned Vare’s campaign is both 
more complex and far more important than mine.” See The Great Shark Hunt, 172.   
63 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 125.
64 G.B. Trudeau, Action Figure!: The Life and Times of Doonesbury’s Uncle Duke (Kansas City: Andrew McMeel Publishing, 
2001).
65 Warren Ellis, Darick Robertson, and Rodney Ramos, Transmetropolitan I-X, (New York: DC Comics, 2004-2009).
66 Point 2 of Thompson’s “Tentative Platform of Thompson for Sheriff” stated, “Change the name ‘Aspen,’ by public 
referendum, to ‘Fat City.’ This would prevent greedheads, land-rapers and other human jackals from capitalizing on the 
name ‘Aspen.’” See The Great Shark Hunt, 173.  
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 On the one side are the cops and the Mayor and the County Commissioners, along with 
local realtors and corporate land developers from Chicago & LA & Texas – and even New 
York & Boston. These people see Aspen as a resort, and they want to sell it. And they are. 
Indeed – for the past 20 years they’ve been selling harder than New Orleans street-pimps. 
 The other side is a weird mix of locals, liberals, freaks, dropouts, ranchers, heads, geeks 
& other less commercially oriented types who see Aspen as a place to live – not to sell – a 
refuge, of sorts, from the same kind of rotten urban madness that these scum-sucking 
developers are trying to sell here in Aspen.67
  
What made his campaign unique, even among the like-minded candidates of his party, 
was his approach. Thompson chose to run for election by using the tactics of a journalist and 
not those of a politician. This was to be a campaign not to present one man for elected office 
but to expose those in power, and the system they served, for the corrupt and self-serving 
entities they were. As he stated in one print advertisement,
 The county attorney has his own iron mine at the mouth of the valley. The county 
commissioners are crude, dimwit lackeys for every big-city dealer who wants a piece of the 
action. These rapists should be dealt with just as harshly as any criminal. This is 1970 – not 
1870.
In addition, Thompson not only attempted to lay bare the actors in the election process, but 
the process itself, making his campaign more of a deconstruction of an election than an actual 
campaign. Thompson the candidate became involved in such aspects of the election as voter 
registration68 and a voter awareness drive,69 both areas generally left untouched by the major 
party candidates. 
Finally, Thompson used over-the-top humor to expose the manipulative nature of political 
campaign rhetoric. Prior to the pre-election debate, he shaved his head in order to be able to call 
his crew-cut opponent a “long-hair.” He also posed for photographs in which he was literally 
wrapped in an American flag, a sly reference to the idiom involving vocally-patriotic candidates 
for public office. 
     
2.1.3.1 The Freak Power Party and the Mythology of Hunter Thompson
Thompson’s bid for office would not be successful, though he would come surprisingly close to 
becoming the Sheriff of Pitkin County in 1970.70 Having supported Joe Edwards for Mayor of 
67 Letter to Mike Moore, May 30, 1970, Fear and Loathing in America, 308. 
68 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 133.
69  Carroll, Hunter, 132. 
70 Late in the campaign, he admitted he did not particularly want to win. See, The Los Angeles Times, October 7, 1970, as 
cited in Carroll, 123. 
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Aspen in 1969, Thompson campaigned for Sheriff on the so-called Freak Power ticket. Among 
other things, the Freak Power platform proposed running real estate speculators out of Aspen, 
plowing up the streets of the city, and changing the name of the town from Aspen to Fat City, 
the latter in order to stop commercial interests from cashing in on the name. In truth, it should 
be stated that the Aspen elections of 1970, like many elections at that level in the U.S., were 
actually a convoluted and confusing affair as the number of offices at stake and their varying 
importance makes it hard to judge the relevance of any single given campaign. As a result, it has 
been claimed in various sources that Thompson only ran to serve as a lightning rod candidate 
for his friend Ned Vare,71 who was running for county commissioner, and had Thompson won 
he intended to hand over control of the Sheriff’s office to a professional upon election and serve 
as a de facto police commissioner. 
What Thompson did achieve in doing is creating for himself a much more sharply defined 
public image than he had previously had. Known to the wider public until that time primarily as 
the man who once rode with the Angels, he now introduced the American public to his domicile 
(Woody Creek), his lifestyle (that of an independent Colorado outdoorsman), and his politics (a 
somewhat contradictory mix of left-wing causes and libertarian obsessions). In particular, the 
latter were revelatory to a national audience painfully preoccupied by the Vietnam morass and 
the ongoing civil rights strife. Thompson made it clear that while he was antagonistic to much 
of what the local establishment wished to achieve in Aspen/Woody Creek, which he viewed as 
little better than strip mining, he was not altogether sympathetic to all of the left-wing causes 
being espoused at the time; among other things, he was a fervent believer in the Second 
Amendment right to bear arms. In this respect, his political activities in Pitkin County provided 
audiences with a much more precise view of where Thompson stood on the political spectrum, 
while simultaneously establishing a more detailed portrait of the Thompson lifestyle. In this 
sense, Thompson’s campaign for sheriff served to define him better as a commodity in the 
market of abstract goods by making it clear that his life matched the persona being projected 
in his writing, that of the independent-minded iconoclast and risk-taker, who was also capable 
of discerning political thought, thus giving him greater authority as an explainer and arbiter of 
developments in American culture. 
That Thompson came as close to winning as he did is testimony to his original and energetic 
manner of campaigning. In the 1970 campaign, Thompson introduced the publication of The 
Aspen Wallposter, a single-page poster-format political paper that also served as a political 
bulletin and campaign newsletter for voters. Unlike his fellow candidates, Thompson was 
convinced he could persuade people to vote for him in print, as opposed to television and radio 
advertising. In fact, he was running an entirely different campaign than his opponents: while 
they were simply trying to get elected, Thompson was trying to raise political consciousness 
and provide voters with inside knowledge of the Aspen political apparatus. In this respect, his 
campaign had a tone similar to that of Jerry Brown’s campaign for President in 1992; though 
71 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 174; McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 154.
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the Brown campaign was essentially quixotic in that there was little chance of him getting 
the nomination,72 it did raise voter awareness on such issues as the nature and provenance 
of campaign contributions. It is perhaps a testimony to the times as well as the individual that 
Thompson chose this tactic then and Brown only later; even as Thompson was running for 
sheriff in Colorado on the Freak Power ticket, Brown was successfully running for California 
Secretary of State on an entirely more conventional Democratic platform. 
However, what is likewise noteworthy is that Thompson had no real intention of assuming 
the position for which he was campaigning. His primary mission was to provide an entertaining 
diversion in order to take pressure off of other more serious candidates on the same ticket. As 
such, Thompson was liberated from the constraints of a standard political campaign. Herein 
lies an intriguing conundrum: if Thompson’s campaign was meant more as diversion and 
entertainment, and yet came so close to actual success, then what does this say about the 
direction the American political process itself was taking? Postman would argue that it is the 
natural result of a television-inundated society to see politics as being primarily entertainment, 
even if presented primarily in print form, and to respond positively to a campaign by an individual 
who perceives it primarily as such and acts upon this assumption. By running the campaign in 
the fashion that he did and coming so close to victory, Thompson laid bare a growing trend in 
politics towards its trivialization as entertainment. Not surprisingly, this theme became, directly 
and indirectly, a growing preoccupation in his political writing.  
Unfortunately for any political aspirations Thompson may have had, he remained more of 
a polemical political commentator than a true politician.73 
While his tactics gained the support of numerous people in Aspen, his confrontational 
approach to local landowners and investors created a backlash movement that guaranteed 
he would not get elected. However, this only served to reinforce a public image of Thompson 
as both a troublemaker and a man willing to take on corruption in seats of power without 
consideration to his own safety or gain, thus providing him with increased credibility among 
those readers who viewed mainstream journalism with increasing degrees of cynicism. Likewise, 
while it also did not help his campaign for public office that he admitted, as part of the openness 
of his campaign, to being a regular user of recreational narcotics, this no doubt appealed to 
the readership of such publications as Rolling Stone and aided in cementing his image as a 
countercultural figure.74 
72 Brown did win several primaries in (electorally) smaller states such as Alaska and Connecticut.
73 Douglas Brinkley referred to the Aspen Wallpaper campaign publications as “smart political writing [presented] as art 
suitable for hanging.” See Fear and Loathing in America, 284. 
74 In fact, Point 3 of the Tentative Platform stated that “Drug sales must be controlled. My first act as Sheriff will be to install, 
on the Courthouse lawn, a bastinado platform and a set of stocks – in order to punish dishonest dope dealers in a proper 
public fashion.” See The Great Shark Hunt, 173. 
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2.1.3.2 Jann Wenner and Rolling Stone Magazine
Thompson’s antics made national headlines and drew the attention of Rolling Stone publisher 
Jann Wenner. In the early 1970s, there was pressure within the Rolling Stone editorial board to 
branch out from music and popular culture to include politics, as well as other more mainstream 
coverage.75 Given the discussion above, it is not surprising that the writers and editors at Rolling 
Stone wished to undertake such a move: they saw the nascent market for political coverage 
from a specialist, narrow-interest perspective that had been necessitated by television’s takeover 
of political news reporting from print media. Equally, the void being left by the failure of many 
of the foremost general-interest mass-market periodicals created a market pull that exerted 
pressure on a variety of more specialized formats: even as Rolling Stone pondered a move 
into political and other current events coverage, other publications, such as Ramparts,76 were 
similarly exploring methods of broadening their publication mandates without losing their core 
interest group, and new publications such as Crawdaddy, New York, and Scanlan’s Monthly 
were entering the market.77   
Nonetheless, there was actually a good deal of struggle involved in this process as 
Wenner was initially content to stick to the market of young music fans that the magazine had 
cultivated.78 In particular, editor John Lombardi wanted to move the magazine in the direction 
of quality writing.79 By the early 1970s, Rolling Stone was charting new waters as the hippie era 
waned and rock became more mainstream and corporate; Wenner’s editorial staff, therefore, 
had both principled (creating a forum for providing political information and debate to younger 
audiences) as well as economic (you will lose your audience if you do not adapt to  their needs) 
reasons to want to shift the direction of Rolling Stone.  The magazine had initially made a name 
for itself as an authoritative rock journal, one of the few publications to take rock music and the 
pop culture seriously as material for commentary. It was noteworthy for having run some of the 
longest interviews with rock stars at that time, providing the counterculture with a rich resource 
on its music and cultural phenomena. 
As Rolling Stone gained prominence in the counterculture, there was a feeling among 
many working for the publication that it could be more than just a “little rock magazine” as 
Wenner was wont to call it.80 A number of editors quit rather than stay mired, as they felt, in 
rock trivia: in the end, however, Wenner agreed to a compromise in which Rolling Stone would 
cover the political beat, but from the counterculture perspective. Hiring Thompson was seen 
75 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 169-171 and 186-187.
76 For the history of Ramparts and its editorial evolution, see Peter Richardson, A Bomb in Every Issue: How the Short, Unruly 
Life of Ramparts Magazine Changed America (New York: The New Press, 2009).
77 New York was initially a New York Herald Tribune Sunday supplement. It entered the market with an infamous opening 
salvo: it ran a fake feature story called “Tiny Mummies” that lampooned the stuffy prose and labyrinthine editing process 
of The New Yorker.   
78 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 136.
79 See Whitmer, When the Going gets Weird, 170.
80 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 136.
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as a means by which perhaps the arcane world of American national politics could be made 
palatable to the rock-and-roll generation.81 
Rolling Stone proved to be an extremely suitable environment for Thompson. Indeed, his 
arrival at Rolling Stone came at the dawn of its golden age as a magazine. Significantly, Rolling 
Stone entered this golden age in terms of its writing in the 1970s after Arthur Rock and Max 
Palevsky entered the picture as investors in 1970. Rock helped start several firms, including Intel 
and Apple. Palevsky was the founder of SDS (Scientific Data Systems) and a venture capitalist. 
While both had brief tenures at Rolling Stone, they contributed to a growing business sense 
at the magazine and provided the Stone with its first political ties. Rock and Palevsky correctly 
saw the direction the magazine industry was taking. As specialized magazines were filling the 
void left by the demise of the general interest glossies, proper editorial profiling coupled with 
a sufficient infusion of capital could push a magazine like Rolling Stone to the forefront of 
its market segment and even well beyond the borders of that market segment. It is also not 
coincidental that both Rock and Palevsky had previously worked in building such companies as 
Apple and SDS. The 1970s witnessed stunningly rapid advances in electronics and information 
technology. Print journalism would need to offer products that meshed with a market of buyers 
who had been raised on television, benefitted from easy access to education, and were coming 
to grips with entirely new media of information dissemination, even as the nation slowly shifted 
its attention from the tensions of the protests of the 1960s and the war in Vietnam to the 
energy crisis of the 1970s and the more insular sensibilities of the Me Generation.82  
Rolling Stone became known in the 1970s as a bulwark of New Journalism, with 
contributions by a veritable who’s who of New Journalists including Joe Esterhas, Paul Scanlon, 
David Felton, and Tim Crouse. It is clear from the length of the articles and the diversity of styles, 
approaches, and contents that writers at Rolling Stone were given a striking amount of latitude, 
a policy that led some critics to claim that there was little to no editing going on at all.83 More 
correctly, the editing that took place was more at the macro level (the choice of subject matter 
and the perspective being taken) than at the micro level. Rolling Stone thus determined its style 
by who it hired and who it retained more than by a rigorous internal monitoring or steering of 
style and structure. Later publications have followed suit: Omni became known for its portraits 
of cutting-edge scientists, in which well-known figures from such fields as physics and medicine 
were presented in free-wheeling feature stories that included numerous details from their 
personal lives as well as interview quotes and descriptions of their work, but using different 
81 Ibid., 135-137.
82 See Sam Binkley, Getting Loose: Lifestyle Consumption in the 1970s (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 
2007), in which it is argued that the 1970s marked a period of  “loosening” in which the individual and inward focus 
become more important. In the section “Mediated Immediacy,” 1-26, Binkley points out that this led to a boom in 
publishing on such topics as meditation and spirituality, but also running and cycling. This is expanded on in the chapter 
“Book as Tool: Print Culture and the West Coast Publishing Boom,” 101-128. 
83 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S, Thompson, 169-171.
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styles and approaches depending on the specific subject being interviewed.84 More recently, 
Wired has published extensive feature articles on crime in the world of high technology in the 
feature-writing mode.85 In the end, this policy became a dynamic unto itself; Rolling Stone 
attracted those writers that fit its needs (profile and expertise) and repelled those that did not.
In light of what went on at such publications as Time and The New Yorker, this was a 
vastly different approach to editorial policymaking and day-to-day editorial management. Time 
was known for molding its writers into producers of what became known as “Timespeak,” 
a heavy reliance on inverted sentences, modifiers, and neologisms combined with a jocular 
cadence, whereas The New Yorker raised fact-checking to an orthodoxy.86 This did not always 
go down well with contributors to these publications: John Hersey, a Pulitzer prizewinner 
for A Bell for Adano, quit Time over their dictatorial policies, while erstwhile fact checker Jay 
McInerney skewered The New Yorker in his novel Bright Lights, Big City. 87
In 1970, Thompson debuted in Rolling Stone with “Freak Power in the Rockies,” which 
included the Freak Power political manifesto as a sidebar to the feature article.88 In the coming 
years, many of Thompson’s major articles first appeared in Rolling Stone. Rolling Stone became, 
for better and for worse, Thompson’s literary home for the next decade. His approach and 
need for artistic expression meshed with their loose approach to content editing. Likewise, his 
counter-cultural interests and perspectives were a good fit to the image the magazine wished 
to project. It also helped that he was as well-versed in popular music and culture as he was in 
politics, given Wenner’s mandate that if Rolling Stone was going to cover politics, it needed to 
be from a counter-cultural perspective and in a manner that would appeal to their core audience 
of music aficionados.   
Ironically, however, Thompson’s most revolutionary piece, “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent 
and Depraved” was destined to first be published in a different publication, Scanlan’s Monthly.
2.2    A Day at the Races: The Debut of Gonzo Journalism
In 1970, the year in which Thompson found himself involved in both a race for the office 
of Sheriff of Pitkin County and a new affiliation with the periodical Rolling Stone, Thompson 
signed on with the editor of Scanlan’s Monthly, Warren Hinkle, to write a piece on the Kentucky 
Derby, one of the three “Triple Crown” horse races in the United States, and arguably America’s 
84 Timespeak was lampooned viciously in Wolcott Gibbs, “Time … Fortune … Life … Luce,” The New Yorker, November 
28, 1936, 20-25. The departure from timespeak is noted in Katherine Q. Seelye, “With Redesign of Time, Sentences 
Run Forward,” The New York Times, March 12, 2000, retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com/2007/03/12/business/
media/12time.html?_r=0 on May 7, 2015. For a selection of Omni interviews, see Pamela Weintraub, The Omni Interviews 
(New York: Omni Publications International, 1984)
85 Among others, Yudhijit Bhattacharjee, “How a Remote Town in Romania has Become Cybercrime Central,” January 31, 
2011. Retrieved from http://www.wired.com/2011/01/ff_hackerville_romania/ on  May 7, 2015. 
86 Ben Yagoda, About Town: The New Yorker and the World It Made (New York: Simon & Shuster, 2000), 203-204. 
87 Jay McInerney, Bright Lights, Big City (New York: Vintage Books, 1987), 20-21. 
88 Rolling Stone, October 1, 1970.
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premier thoroughbred horse race.89  Scanlan’s had just published Thompson’s “Killy” feature 
after it had been refused by Playboy, and Thompson had subsequently promised “The Battle of 
Aspen” to Scanlan’s.90 Now that he had sold “The Battle of Aspen” to Rolling Stone, Thompson 
decided the Derby would make suitable material for a replacement article.91  
2.2.1  The Origin of the Species: Thompson, Scanlan’s Monthly, and the 
Prelude to the Derby
Thompson stated from the start that he felt the best approach to the feature would be to 
send a writer, Thompson, and an illustrator. Thompson particularly stipulated that he did not 
want a photographer.92 As Perry points out, Thompson did not want the imposed realism of 
photographs interfering with his article. It was thus clear from the start that Thompson intended 
to take an impressionistic approach to the Derby experience. Photographs, certainly standard 
magazine photography, would have provided a jarring counterpoint to Thompson’s filtering of 
the experience through his own perspective. Here, it was apparent he felt even less compelled 
to provide a balanced picture, as he had in “Nixon Doll,” and was taking measures to ensure 
nothing impinged on his interpretive license. 
Initially, he planned to take Pat Oliphant as his illustrator but Oliphant, a Pulitzer-prizewinning 
editorial cartoonist with the Denver Post, was unavailable for the Derby.93 In the end, it was 
arranged that Thompson would meet up with Ralph Steadman, a British political cartoonist 
who was traveling in the United States at the time.94 That both Oliphant, his first choice, and 
Steadman were political cartoonists with a penchant for putting mordant commentary in their 
drawings made Thompson’s preference for an illustrator over a photographer even more fitting 
with respect to what he had planned: the illustrations would provide more of a follow-through 
to his perspective on the Derby than an assumedly more objective photograph could. By opting 
for drawings, Thompson broke sharply with the last vestiges of objective journalism. It was not 
to be about the race but about the experience; in the end, in Thompson’s take on the event, 
it would not matter who won or how many spectators attended. It was all about what it felt 
like to be there, in particular in those venues of the Derby that were not carried on television. 
In this light, the choice for illustration can be seen as a means of breaking with the literalism 
of television and its illusory objectivism. If the photographic image was too close to the clinical 
reporting of television, illustration added the level of impressionism needed to find and portray 
89 Letter to Jann Wenner, April 23, 1970, Fear and Loathing in America, 291. The other two races are the Belmont Stakes 
at Belmont Park in New York and the Preakness Stakes at Pimlico in Maryland. The Derby is held at Churchill Downs in 
Louisville.  
90 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 135.
91 Ibid., 138.
92 Ibid., 138; Whitmer When the Going Gets Weird, 166; Steadman, The Joke’s Over, 8. 
93 Letter to Pat Oliphant, April 29-30, 1970, Fear and Loathing in America, 294-295. 
94 Steadman had come to the U.S. looking for work but had been unsuccessful until asked to do the Derby article drawings. 
See Steadman, The Joke’s Over, 7.
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the truth within the facts.  
Steadman proved to be a boon as a substitute for Oliphant. In addition to being an 
accomplished illustrator and caricaturist with a unique and oddly cruel style of portraiture, 
Steadman was also a foreigner and as such a complete stranger to the customs and mores 
of the Derby. He provided Thompson with a convenient foil for his barbs about the folk he 
expected to run into at the Race:
 The first step, as I see it, will be to rush up to the horse-breeding country around Lexington 
(80 miles), if there’s time...or, if not, get out to the track and hang around the stables for 
a day or so, then hunker down in the awful social whirl. The story, as I see it, is mainly in 
the vicious-drunk Southern bourbon horseshit mentality that surrounds the Derby than in 
the Derby itself.95 
Steadman’s style of illustration, with its flourishes of gruesome detail embedded in fervidly 
drawn background sketches and punctuated by drip art fonts for lettering, proved to be a 
match with Thompson’s evolving style of writing and his singular approach to journalism. 
Thompson was also aided by a bit of odd fortune: shortly after arriving in New York en route to 
Louisville, Steadman lost all of his illustrator’s equipment; improvising, he used a make-up set 
provided to him by an acquaintance to do the artwork for the article, providing it with an even 
more eccentric quality than his work normally had.96 The work Thompson and Steadman did in 
Louisville for “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved” proved to be the start of a long 
and fruitful working relationship, though not one without its ups and downs.97   
The coverage that became “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved” thus started 
as a premeditated attempt to strip away the facade of the Derby Week and reveal what it truly 
was: a drunken fest for Kentucky’s old money masquerading as a Great American Tradition. 
Meeting up with Steadman in Kentucky, Thompson appeared to have a  clear plan: he knew 
what he wanted to write, he had the magazine ready to publish it, and a fine illustrator to 
provide the drawings that he believed would provide the proper perspective for the story. If 
Thompson hated photographers because they, by the very nature of their art, imparted too 
much “reality,” or one could say factuality, to any work to which they contributed pictures,98 
Steadman was certainly a more than sufficient remedy to this particular problem. Thompson 
needed the latitude to create his own version of the truth, and in taking on the subjective and 
impressionistic Steadman for the job, he got it.
Until the writer’s block hit. As Carroll recalled,
95 Letter to Warren Hinkle, April 28, 1970, Fear and Loathing in America, 292-293.
96 What he was provided with specifically was collection of Revlon sales samples and make-up preparations. See Steadman, 
The Joke’s Over, 9.
97 As Steadman puts it in The Joke’s Over, 9: “Oliphant, as it happens was off to London to attend a cartoonists’ convention 
and had declined to be Thompson’s sidekick. I have to thank him or hate him for that…”
98 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 138.
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 Hunter was working on the Kentucky Derby piece for Scanlan’s. And he could not meet 
the deadline, which seems to me was a first. He tried and he couldn’t do it. And he said 
to Warren Hinkle, the editor, “Look, all I’ve got are notes.” And Warren said, “Well, send 
the notes.” And Hunter said, “I can’t, it’s gibberish.” And Warren said, “Well send them 
anyway.” And Hunter said, “I can’t do that. They’re just crazy.” And Warren said, “That’s 
OK, just send them.” And he did.99
2.2.2  The Search for the Derby Face: Subjective Journalism, Exposition, and 
the Quest for the Truth behind the Facts
Much has been made of the miracle of “Kentucky Derby” in that it was handed in “raw” 
by Thompson and still turned out to be such a monumental piece of journalism. In a sense, 
the invention of Gonzo journalism has been given a birth narrative akin to that of Goodyear 
and the discovery of vulcanized rubber. It is described as a form of serendipity in which the 
pressures of the Scanlan’s deadline and an inexplicable case of writer’s block coalesced to 
bring about this discovery of a new form of journalistic prose. However, this version of events 
does both Gonzo and its creator a great disservice. First of all, as has been seen, a number of 
the elements that make Gonzo what it is were already in place when Thompson set out to 
write the Kentucky Derby piece. He had honed his skills at meta-journalism, the story of the 
story, in “The Temptations of Jean-Claude Killy” and had established fictional embellishment 
as a modus operandi in his South American articles. As his letters to Warren Hinkle point out, 
he had already decided beforehand that the actual race at the Kentucky Derby was to be of 
secondary importance to his coverage of the event. And he had already made it clear that he 
believed getting across to the public the experience of the Kentucky Derby, the truth of the 
Derby as an event, was of the utmost importance, as that is what he had already determined 
was his role as a print journalist. In this light, his case of writer’s block is perhaps itself not even 
so mysterious. By 1970, Thompson was pushing the limits of what he could achieve using a 
standard structure for his articles. Despite his increasingly vocal insistence on such mechanisms 
as meta-reporting, confabulation, and participatory writing, Thompson had not yet found a 
compositional format, a writing form, to fit his approach to journalism. As he fought through 
the throes of what he perceived to be writer’s block, Thompson found what proved to be the 
method of writing he needed to project his perspective on journalism: in the unfiltered visceral 
kaleidoscopic projection that is Gonzo, he now had a form to fit the task he wished to execute. 
By not filtering his impressions through a thick lens of formalistic editing, he could communicate 
the mood and feeling of a particular event, even if it did make him (even) less effective as a 
factual reporter than he already was: 
 Rain all nite until dawn. No sleep. Christ, here we go, a nightmare of mud and madness…
But no. By noon, the sun bursts through – perfect day, not even humid. 
99 As quoted in Carroll, Hunter, 124.
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 Steadman is now worried about fire.100 
Thompson now saw that he needed an impressionist’s touch to go with his experiential message. 
If there was some hesitancy to actually publish something of this nature, it is understandable. 
If nothing else, a move like this, a complete abandonment of journalistic form, was bound to 
attract attention. It was initially Thompson’s fear that this attention was likely to be harshly 
critical in its tenor:
 They printed it word for word, even with the pauses, thoughts and jagged stuff like that 
... and I slunk back to Colorado and said, oh fuck, when it comes out I’m going to take a 
tremendous beating from a lot of people. 101
It was quite the opposite that took place, however. By tearing away the refinements of 
conscientious editing, Thompson had laid bare the reporting process, and readers were now 
witness to the journalistic process of composition as the story took place: 
 Clearly, we were going to have to figure out some way to spend more time in the 
clubhouse tomorrow. But the “walkaround” press passes to F & G102 were only good for 
thirty minutes at a time, presumably to allow the newspaper types to rush in and out for 
photos or quick interviews, but to prevent drifters like Steadman and me from spending 
all day in the clubhouse, harassing the gentry and rifling the odd handbagor two while 
cruising around the boxes.103
One of the first reviewers to comment on the piece, Bill Cardoso of the Boston Globe Magazine, 
would also bestow upon it the name that Thompson appropriated to denote the style he later 
developed based on the “Kentucky Derby” experience: Gonzo. 
As Cardoso subsequently explained, “gonzo” is Boston slang for eccentric and daring. 
It was Cardoso’s opinion that it was a derivation of a French Canadian word, gonzeaux. Later 
commentators have suggested the word may be derived from Irish slang, and may be of 
Gaelic origin.104 In the Webster’s New Twentieth Century Dictionary (1979), it is defined as an 
“adjective (origin unknown): bizarre, unrestrained, specifically designating a style of personal 
journalism so characterized”.105  
As was stated previously, Douglas Brinkley, asserts that the term is Cajun slang, refers to jazz 
music, and means “to play unhinged.” There is some validity to this assertion as James Booker 
recorded an instrumental piece in 1960 entitled “Gonzo.” In 1968, furthermore, Thompson 
100 The Great Shark Hunt, 33. 
101 Carroll, Hunter, 125.
102 Box seat section designations at Churchill Downs.
103 The Great Shark Hunt, 30. 
104 Carroll, Hunter, 124.  
105 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 143.
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shared a room with Cardoso in New Hampshire while covering the Presidential primary and 
supposedly drove Cardoso to distraction by playing the track over and over again.106 In this light, 
it is not far-fetched to surmise that Cardoso linked the two, Thompson and the recording, well 
before the appearance of the “Kentucky Derby” article. 
Gonzo has since come to be applied to various subjects, including business practices.107 In 
almost all of these cases, the Gonzo element is defined as the ability to provide participants with 
a greater sense of the process governing whatever it is that they happen to be involved in. In its 
application in other fields, the definition of Gonzo has thus become refined to mean a revelatory 
version of the areas or applications to which it is added as an adjective. Gonzo television is more 
about television as a means of communication and manipulation, more about the production of 
television and its significance, than it is about the broadcasting of any specific message, though 
it could be argued that such concepts as “Gonzo Marketing” and “Gonzo Television” are by 
definition oxymoronic. As Marshall McLuhan argued in Understanding Media, television is by its 
very nature an influence, regardless of the degree to which it tries to reveal its own influence or 
reach.108  It is only through alternative media, only through a multitude of media perspectives 
that a balanced view would be possible. In this perspective, a Gonzo critique of television by 
television is an impossibility.
As Thompson states in the “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved,” the goal 
that the author set himself in portraying the truth behind the Kentucky Derby was to find 
the perfect “Derby Face”: the one face that completely represented what Thompson felt the 
Kentucky Derby stood for, the “face I’d seen a thousand times at every Derby I’d ever been to.” 
109 The search for the face sets the perspective for the article; it is not going to be a paean to 
the great equestrian ritual that unfolds annually at the Churchill Downs racetrack but will be an 
evisceration of the culture of the Old South in its corrupted contemporary incarnation.   
Furthermore, given the search for a single face in the crowd of thousands by two journalists who 
appear to have scant interest in the race itself, this is a most consciously subjective piece. The 
author is immersing his audience in the experience that is the Kentucky Derby; the contestants 
and the race results are of little consequence. In fact, through Thompson’s eyes we see the 
“action” only indirectly through the same television screen on which we could witness the race 
at home:
 The race itself was only two minutes long, and even from our super-status seats and using 
12-power glasses, there was no way to see what was really happening. Later, watching a 
TV rerun in the press box, we saw what happened to our horses. Holy Land, Ralph’s choice, 
106 See Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 125-126. 
107 See Christopher Locke, “Introduction,” Gonzo Marketing: Winning through Worst Practices (Cambridge: Perseus Books 
Group, 2002). The basic principles of Gonzo marketing are that storytelling is key, and that many best practices actually 
aren’t (best practices).
108 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 23-35 (on the shaping nature of media), 36-45 (on the differing levels of engagement 
required by media), and 268-294 (on television).
109 “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved,” in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Other American Stories, 272. 
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stumbled and lost his jockey in the final turn. Mine, Silent Screen, had the lead coming 
into the stretch, but faded to fifth at the finish. The winner was a 16-1 shot named Dust 
Commander.110 
In the end, “Kentucky Derby” is not about the race at all. “Kentucky Derby” is a dissection of 
what Thompson views to be a meaningless Southern ritual that has devolved into an excuse 
for drinking and debauchery by people who have deluded themselves into believing they are 
Southern aristocracy but are in truth the most shameless of poseurs:
 And he had, after all, come here once again to make a nineteenth century ass of himself 
in the midst of some jaded, atavistic freakout with nothing to recommend it except a very 
saleable “tradition.” Early in our chat, Jimbo had told me that he hadn’t missed a derby 
since 1954. “The little lady won’t come anymore,” he said. “She just grits her teeth and 
turns me loose for this one. And when I say ‘loose’ I do mean loose! I toss ten-dollar bills 
around like they were goin’ out of style! Horses, whiskey, women…shit, there’s women in 
this town that’ll do anything for money.” 111
It is also interesting to note how the Derby is made to appear increasingly irrelevant 
by Thompson’s contextualizing of the event in relation to other developments in the news. 
Thompson mentions other headlines on the invasion of Cambodia by the U.S. military and 
the deployment of federal troops at Yale University; he also points out a lack of information 
about unrest at Kent State University.112 Thompson notes these events in passing before being 
swallowed up by the all-consuming Derby festivities. Yet, he does try to infuse the outside world 
into the goings on in Louisville through a bit of subterfuge of his own making:
  “Well…maybe I shouldn’t be telling you…” I shrugged. “But hell, everybody else seems 
to know. The cops and the National Guard have been getting ready for six weeks. 
They have 20,000 troops on alert at Fort Knox. They’ve warned us – all the press and 
the photographers – to wear helmets and special flak jackets. We were told to expect 
shooting…”
      “No!” he shouted; his hands flew up and hovered momentarily between us, as if to 
ward off the words he was hearing. Then he whacked his fist on the bar. “Those sons of 
bitches!”113 
 
It is also about the culture shock that outsiders undergo when suddenly immersed in the 
roiling drunken festival of the Derby and left to try to comprehend what is going on around 
them without the proper background information. To read “Kentucky Derby” is to follow the 
110 “Kentucky Derby,” in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Other American Stories, 279. Notably, this is the only point in 
“Kentucky Derby” that Thompson mentions the winning horse.   
111 Ibid., 266. 
112 The riots at Kent State in 1970 left several students dead after National Guard troops opened fire on Vietnam War 
protesters.
113 “Kentucky Derby,” in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Other American Stories, 264.
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discombobulating of Ralph Steadman as he staggers from one shocking tableau to the next, 
with Thompson by his side to fill in what is going on:
 “Just keep in mind that for the next few days that we’re in Louisville, Kentucky. Not 
London. Not even New York. This is a weird place. You’re lucky that mental defective at the 
motel didn’t jerk a pistol out of the cash register and blow a big hole in you.” I laughed, 
but he looked worried.114 
Finally, like “Killy,” the article is about the process of reporting itself. Thompson strips bare the 
coverage usually allotted to the Derby by going behind the scenes and showing the reader 
what is really going on. The façade of Southern tradition is ripped away to reveal a crass, venal 
spectacle that is being perpetuated as a wholesome annual event by media unwilling or unable 
to delve deep enough to let the public see just how corroded and ugly it really is:115
 Steadman wanted to see some Kentucky Colonels, but he wasn’t sure what they looked 
like. I told him to go back to the clubhouse men’s rooms and look for men in white linen 
suits vomiting in the urinals. “They’ll usually have large brown whiskey stains on the fronts 
of their suits,” I said. “But watch the shoes, that’s the tip-off. Most of them manage to 
avoid vomiting on their own clothes, but they never miss their shoes.”116
“The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved” is effective as an article not because it 
reports on the standard news event, the Derby races, but because it reveals what is going on 
behind the scenes at the Derby, how the Derby is significant in the degree to which it is being 
changed by the times, how the Derby is relevant in the context of other current events, and how 
it stands out as another glaring example of the incomplete nature of the coverage generally 
given to such events. In order to achieve this, Thompson resorts to a number a different 
strategies, strategies with respect to style, language use, and structure, which met the need 
on the part of audiences for this form of revelatory narrative journalism and which satisfied the 
author’s need for narrative creative expression. It is these strategies which are discussed in the 
following section.
2.3   The Anatomy of the Gonzo Feature Article
 
Educated audiences make different demands of the press than less-educated consumers.117 In 
114 Ibid., 269-270.    
115 Ibid., 279. There are exceptions, however: Thompson reported that the Louisville Courier reported “violence in the 
parking lot” and people being punched and pick-pocketed in their coverage the next day. 
116 Ibid., 278. The Honorable Order of Kentucky Colonels is an honorary society whose members are elected on the basic 
of community achievement.
117 Marc Verboord, Suzanne Janssen, and Kees van Rees, “Indicatoren voor classificatie in het culturele en literaire veld,” 
pre-publication draft of paper, 1. Later published in G.J. Dorleijn, and Kees van Rees (eds.), De Productie van Literatuur: Het 
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this particular case, the burgeoning population of college-educated citizens in the U.S., initially 
triggered by the G.I. Bill at the end of the Second World War and later bolstered by the mass 
entry of Baby Boomers into college in the 1960s, created a need for a more confrontational and 
in-depth type of journalism likely to serve as a counterweight to the bland nature of broadcast 
television as it existed at that time. It should be remembered that in the 1950s and 1960s, 
television in the United States was by definition a mainstream medium for two very obvious 
reasons. First of all, with no comprehensive system of cable delivery, television was entirely 
dependent on air wave broadcast. As such, it was subject to strict federal guidelines as to 
what could be shown. Secondly, television in the 1950s and 1960s was essentially an oligarchic 
business; national broadcasting was controlled by three networks: ABC, NBC, and CBS. All three 
fought a continuous battle for market share, primarily by appealing to the broadest possible 
common denominator.118
This left the broadcast media in a curiously vulnerable position with respect to newspapers 
and magazines. The latter still had the opportunity to shift in the direction of the discerning 
audience, but it required they move away from one of their own basic principles in order to 
accommodate this group. As Dickstein declares,
 One of the healthier things we learned in the sixties, and are unlikely to forget, was to be 
more skeptical of the pose of objectivity. When we hear words of wisdom, we want to 
know who is talking.119
In this dynamic, Thompson strove to find his place as a littérateur. Thompson sought out 
journalism because he found it to be conducive to his commercial needs in that it provided him 
with a relatively steady income in a period when the possibilities for gaining such an income 
from fiction were becoming increasingly rare. In accommodating to the market in this fashion, he 
then sought to gain increased artistic satisfaction, and (abstract) symbolic capital, by increasingly 
applying literary tactics in journalism. “Kentucky Derby” was, in this respect, an extension of 
this infusion of non-standard devices into his journalism, and thus the invention of Gonzo 
journalism can, in this light, be seen as a method for maintaining artistic integrity and credibility 
while still profiting from the economic potential of the journalistic genre. As can be seen above, 
it is not necessarily the case that Thompson’s philosophy that there is a greater truth than the 
Literaire Veld in Nederland 1800-2000 (Nijmegen: van Tilt, 2006), 285-310. 
118 Ien Ang discusses the unceasing quest for audience in Desperately Seeking the Audience (New York and Oxford: 
Routledge, 1991), 15. Retrieved from http://books.google.nl/books?hl=nl&lr=&id=F1mIAgAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PP1&
dq=desperately+seeking+audience&ots=RQ5vUJKaTB&sig=Nie6ayFbBpjtHbSSoxXVm3UonQM#v=onepage&q=desper
ately%20seeking%20audience&f=false on May 7,  2015.  For a discussion of how this quest for the broadest audience by 
network television reinforces certain cultural hegemonies, see Todd Gitlin, “Prime Time Ideology: The Hegemonic Process 
in Television Entertainment,” Social Problems, 26:3, February 1979. Retrieved from http://s3.amazonaws.com/academia.
edu.documents/31061762/gitlin_and_prime_time_ideology.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAJ56TQJRTWSMTNPEA&Expires=1
431012671&Signature=yldWF1vp4i9kw71L3iXr%2BfW5oKY%3D&response-content-disposition=inline on May 7, 2015.  
119 Morris Dickstein, Gates of Eden: American Culture in the Sixties. Revised Edition (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1997), 248.
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facts would by definition clash with the editorial policies being practiced in the 1960s and 
1970s. However, it is more than likely that a similar move just a decade earlier would have led to 
no small degree of approbation in the journalism community. Similarly, Thompson’s success at 
adapting his letter-writing style to a journalistic format is not just indicative of writerly skills but 
a shift in the sensibilities of the readership of the periodicals for which he was writing. In other 
words, Thompson’s quest for both economic and abstract capital gains through the infusion 
of literary mechanisms into his work was successful in part because of changing audience 
sensibilities and needs, shifts that are entirely logical from the perspective of the media theory as 
put forward by McLuhan, that the introduction of media change our sensibilities, and Postman, 
who argues that television tends to make audiences more susceptible to messages packaged as 
entertainment, and indeed makes audiences desire of all messages that they are entertainment. 
In order to more closely examine the significance of Gonzo journalism as a development 
in American letters, it is therefore necessary to break it down into its core components, keeping 
the developments described above in mind. “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved” 
can be defined as consisting of the following seven features that mark it as a distinct innovation 
in journalism:
1) An overtly subjective outlook on the part of the writer
2) Meta-journalism
3) The application of the non-fiction story method/feature writing
4) The introduction of fictional conceits
5) A focus on the experience as opposed to the facts of the event
6) Writer participation in the story
7) Exposure of structure
2.3.1 An Overtly Subjective Approach on the Part of the Writer
When Thompson set out to cover the Derby, he stated that he saw as the story not the race, but 
the mentality of the people who participated in it. He saw the Derby as being representative of 
what was wrong with Louisville society in particular, and perhaps with American society more 
in general. In order to accentuate these traits, Thompson chose to ignore the actual mechanics 
of the Derby, and the format of race reporting — the article mentions only in passing that the 
winner was Dust Commander and omits the names of most of the other horses, jockeys, pre-
Derby races, or other factual news — and focuses primarily on the people attending the race as 
spectators and gamblers. Even here, however, a conscious selection is made of those individuals 
who serve best as evidence that there is indeed something debased about the Derby and that 
those present for Derby Day are devoid of morals or at least have a faulty moral compass:
 The grim reaper comes early in this league…banshees on the lawn at night, screaming out 
there beside that little iron nigger in jockey clothes. Maybe he’s the one who’s screaming. 
Bad DT’s and too many snarls at the bridge club. Going down with the stock market. 
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Oh, Jesus, the kid has wrecked the new car, wrapped it around the big stone pillar at the 
bottom of the driveway. Broken leg? Twisted eye? Send him off to Yale, they can cure 
anything up there.120
There is, however, no subterfuge in Thompson’s stance: he makes sure the reader understands 
that his position is antagonistic, and he appears aware in his writing that this is what the reader 
desires. If a tepid, neutral, and factual report of the Derby was wanted, it was available on 
television or in the same papers from which Thompson himself appears to glean the “facts”:
 At the airport newsstand I picked up a Courier-Journal and scanned the front page 
headlines: “Nixon Sends GI’s into Cambodia to Hit Reds” ... “B-52’s Raid, then 2,000 
GI’s Advance 20 Miles”... “4,000 U.S. Troops Deployed Near Yale as Tension Grows Over 
Panther Protest.” 
 At the bottom of the page was a photo of Diane Crump, soon to become the first woman 
jockey ever to ride the Kentucky Derby.121 
In fact, Thompson is fairly consistent in his use of other publications and media to get 
across the mundane news of the Derby. The announcement of the winner and the performance 
of two of the other horses (those bet on by Thompson and Steadman) are presented through 
Thompson’s viewing of a post-race sports broadcast on television.122 Even a live sighting of the 
winner’s owner is given to the reader only as a witnessing of a mass interview for the press.123 
Thompson’s avoidance of sports reporting tightens his focus on what he states is the true goal of 
his mission to the Derby and keeps the reader focused on the search for the “perfect Kentucky 
Derby face,” the one individual who they can hold up as being representative of this event. 
The discussion of “the face” in “Kentucky Derby” reveals Thompson’s predetermined feelings 
as he entered into this assignment. Thus, in addition to providing the story with a convenient 
narrative line, which it would otherwise be lacking given Thompson’s obvious lack of interest 
in the race itself, it also serves as a direct signal of the writer’s attitude. Thompson may have 
no compunctions about infusing his story with a subjective slant, but he is not about to resort 
to subterfuge in doing so. The reader is given clear notice that this is not an unbiased report:
 It was a face I’d seen a thousand times at every Derby I’d ever been to. I saw it, in my 
head, as the mask of the whiskey gentry – a pretentious mix of booze, failed dreams 
and a terminal identity crisis; the inevitable result of too much inbreeding in a closed and 
ignorant culture.124
In service of this mission, furthermore, they obviously cannot be bothered, nor can the reader, 
120 “Kentucky Derby,” in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Other American Stories, 277.
121 Ibid,, 265.
122 Ibid., 279.
123 Ibid., 280.
124 Ibid., 272.
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with the dry routine of sports writing because 
 ...unlike most of the others in the press box, we didn’t give a hoot in hell what was 
happening on the track. We had come there to watch the real beasts perform.125
2.3.2 Meta-journalism 
In “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved,” Thompson’s prose lays bare the process 
of finding and composing the story at hand. In truth, a good part of the story is the search 
for suitable material to write about. There is something ingenuous, therefore, to Thompson’s 
protestations that Gonzo was initially a form of accident, the freak result of his panic to meet a 
deadline. After all, there is a finely crafted line of thinking in the delivery as it slides from crisp 
coherent prose at those points where Thompson is still in control of the situation to a less edited 
format that emphasizes those times when his fortunes take a turn for the worse. As he tries to 
get press credentials and meet up with illustrator Steadman, the outlook is initially bleak that he 
will wind up with either; as the situation becomes seemingly ever more desperate, the narrative 
becomes more expressive, more visceral and less to the point:
 That screws the press credentials. I had an image of some nerve-rattling geek all covered 
with matted hair and string warts [Thompson is referring to Steadman, MV] showing up 
in the press office and demanding Scanlan’s press packet. Well...what the hell? We could 
always load up on acid and spend the day roaming around the clubhouse grounds with 
big sketch pads, laughing hysterically at the natives and swilling mint juleps so the cops 
wouldn’t think we’re abnormal. Perhaps even make the act pay: set up an easel with a big 
sign saying, “Let a Foreign Artist Paint Your Portrait, $10 Each. Do It NOW!”126
More important, however, is that Thompson, in discussing these difficulties so overtly and 
manipulating the narrative to provide a dramatic counterpoint to the “action” taking place in 
search of the story is revealing to the reader the parameters within which journalists work and 
the pressures, however mundane, they face. As such, the reader soon discovers that complete 
objectivity will never be possible in such an environment; in many cases, the composition of 
the article will be skewed by any number of factors — lack of press credentials, the individual 
sent to cover the story, the reporter’s physical state, the proximity of the deadline –— which 
under normal circumstances remain invisible to the reader of the article. The process of getting 
the story, Thompson appears to be saying here, is as important as the subject of the story itself 
in determining what the story will be. In “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved,” 
Thompson gracefully limns these exposed pipes of the story to the denouement of his tale; by 
the end of their quest, he and Steadman are in pretty poor shape. The debauchery of Derby Day 
125 Ibid., 271.
126 Ibid., 269.
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has left them in no condition to pursue the story any further: 
 I could barely see him. My eyes were swollen almost shut and the sudden burst of sunlight 
through the door left me stunned and helpless like a sick mole. Steadman was mumbling 
about sickness and terrible heat...127
As it turns out, however, they need look no further. They have found the face, and it is theirs:
 For a confused instant I thought that Ralph had brought somebody with him – a model 
for that one special face we’d been looking for. There he was, by God, - a puffy, drink-
ravaged, disease-ridden caricature...It was the face we’d been looking for – and it was, of 
course, my own.128
2.3.3 Application of the Non-fiction Story Method/Feature Writing
 
As Jon Franklin states in his Writing for Story, the contemporary magazine feature is essentially 
a hybrid of the classical short story and the background news feature. In a feature story, the 
writer’s goal is to provide a deeper insight into a topical news issue by following a single 
protagonist’s experiences and tracking that protagonist’s story line as it relates to the greater 
issue at hand. One of Franklin’s better features, “Mrs. Kelly’s Monster,” is ostensibly about one 
doctor’s struggle to cure a woman of a potentially fatal aneurysm, but in truth provides the 
reader with insights and knowledge with respect to the issues and dilemmas being faced in 
modern medicine. In order to effectively do this, Franklin frames the narrative arc of the doctor 
as would be done in a work of short fiction: the establishment of a character, the definition of 
a crisis, and the resolution of the crisis.129 Franklin faced perhaps less of a challenge in lathing 
these two compositional agendas together in that the topical issue he wished to address in 
“Mrs. Kelly’s Monster” is fairly straightforward; indeed he followed up this project with a book 
on modern medicine entitled Shocktrauma (1980). 
Thompson’s feature is illustrative of a topicality of a different nature; Thompson went 
to the Derby to uncover what he believed to be the true nature of the American South. In 
Thompson’s view, this True South was representative of what was wrong with the United States 
as it was the embodiment of the bigotry and hypocrisy he found permeating all of the U.S. 
Here, in the border South, however, it had a physical form: the infamous face he sought to 
capture.130 As a result, the application of a narrative approach is not quite as clear as in the case 
of a feature story like “Mrs. Kelly’s Monster.” In order to be able to frame his narrative properly, 
there was really only one direction he could go, and that was to make himself the protagonist 
127 Ibid., 281.
128 Ibid., 281.
129 Franklin, Writing for Story (New York: New American Library, 1986), 109-132 and 216-235.
130 Fear and Loathing in America, 293.
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of the feature; the reader tracks Thompson through the story of the Kentucky Derby and is 
only tangentially informed about the race proper or the issue of Southern identity. It would 
have been difficult to make whoever he could have deemed a good candidate for the “face” a 
proper protagonist without the story quickly slipping out of control as a feature and becoming 
a caricature or lampoon. It likely would not have been a marketable product since a feature, like 
a short story, depends for its success to some degree on the reader’s ability to empathize with 
the main character. A protagonist being singled out as the embodiment of all that is corrupt 
and debased in American culture would probably not have succeeded in achieving this among 
a large readership. Finally, by placing himself at the center of the story, by making himself 
the protagonist, Thompson also gracefully avoided any possibility of legal problems; features 
are based on real people but are generally not considered “public domain” news coverage. 
Therefore, feature publishers are often required to obtain waivers from the subject of a feature 
in order to print a specific story, either before or after the story is written. 
In this particular instance, Thompson’s choice to become the protagonist of his own 
tale neatly dovetailed with another characteristic of the approach to this story, that of meta-
journalism. In “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved,” Thompson’s central role thus 
serves the dual purpose of providing the story with a much-needed narrative spine as well as 
revealing to the readers something of the inner working of journalistic story development. It 
does to some degree, however, obscure that what is really being done is the unfolding of a non-
fiction narrative in service of feature exposition.
2.3.4  Fictional Conceits in the Story 
 
There are a number of ways in which Thompson introduces fiction into his work. In some cases, 
such as his later work The Curse of Lono, there are prolonged elements of pure fabrication, such 
as the fictional character Gene Skinner, who is presented in Lono as if he were a real person 
and is integrally woven into the story. In this case, it is possible to speak of a true blending of 
fiction and non-fiction; a real story is being told, but additions are made to the story which are 
completely fictional. 
In other cases, however, Thompson resorts to more subtle means, such as the augmentation 
of real individuals into fictionalizations of their true selves. In Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, his 
first lengthy work of Gonzo journalism subsequent to the publication of “Derby,” the Chicano 
activist Oscar Acosta becomes “my Samoan Attorney.” Likewise, Thompson is not loath to 
create representative characters, or amalgam characters; he has as much as admitted that his 
report on the golf ball slugging British expatriate in “Why Anti-Gringo Winds Blow South of 
the Border” was, while not completely a fabrication, a combination of various people and 
behaviors.131 
Finally, Thompson often resorts to what can best be termed “riffs,” like the musical 
131 See Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 77.
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meanders undertaken by jazz musicians, in which he wanders off from the main line of narrative 
in order to explore the potential of a situation. The latter technique is used on numerous 
occasions in “The Kentucky Derby,” such as the following monologue, in which he describes to 
Ralph Steadman what could be going on at the track:
 “Hell, this clubhouse scene right below us will be almost as bad as the infield. Thousands 
of raving, stumbling drunks, getting angrier and angrier as they lose more and more 
money. By midafternoon they’ll be guzzling mint juleps with both hands and vomiting 
on each other between races. The whole place will be jammed with bodies, shoulder to 
shoulder. It’s hard to move around. The aisles will be slick with vomit: people falling down 
grabbing at your legs to keep from being stomped. Drunks pissing on themselves in the 
betting lines. Dropping handfuls of money and fighting to stoop over and pick it up.”132
It is striking how vivid these riffs are. They are often more detailed and precise renderings than 
the real events being portrayed. Given that none of the events here have actually taken place, 
the contrast to the real “festivities” described later is quite stark:
 This was the last coherent decision we were able to make for the next forty-eight hours. 
From that point on – almost from the very moment we started out to the track – we lost all 
control of events and spent the rest of the weekend churning around in a sea of drunken 
horrors. My notes and recollections from Derby Day are somewhat scrambled.133
The riffs in “The Kentucky Derby” thus serve a number of different purposes. First, they 
provide Thompson with a means of accentuating those features of the story which he believes 
are truly representative of what is going on without having to actually confabulate. Secondly, 
they can serve to fill in those gaps created by Thompson’s inability or narrative unwillingness 
to tell a complete story at other points. It should be kept in mind that Thompson on occasion 
uses the lack of precision to make a point as well; the reader through the interpretation of 
a journalist does not properly experience a night of drinking or other substance abuse if the 
journalist in question can recite everything in sober clarity. It is like the old bromide about 
Woodstock: if you can remember it, you were not really there. Finally, the varying degrees of 
detail further accentuate the topography of the story-writing process. A shift in the narrative 
quality to something that more closely resembles notes than refined text provides the article 
with all the more “exposed pipes” for the reader to observe.  
132 “Kentucky Derby,” in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Other American Stories, 272.
133 Ibid., 275.
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2.3.5  A Focus on Experience as Opposed to Event 
One of the major points of praise given to Thompson’s Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign 
Trail ’72, his application of Gonzo to political reporting, is that, if nothing else, it was better 
than any of the other works about that election in giving the reader a sense of what it was like 
to actually be out there on the campaign trail. Even those authors who criticized Thompson for 
his lack of objectivity and control of the facts were willing to acknowledge this. Likewise, “The 
Kentucky Derby” is much more about the experience of the Kentucky Derby, what it felt like 
to be at the race, than about the events that transpire. In “The Kentucky Derby,” Thompson’s 
agenda for doing this was fairly brief, if profound. In providing a window into the Derby, the 
Derby not covered by television and the daily papers, Thompson gives us a glimpse of the dark 
side of the American soul. In doing so, Thompson also provides some insight into the process 
of journalism; as was stated above, the effect of laying bare the process of writing through the 
use of “raw” notes and running commentary is to make readers aware of the influences being 
exerted on the journalist and the impossibility of complete objectivity. In “Kentucky Derby,” he 
foreshadowed what was to become a powerful tool in his later work. 
In Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72, Thompson’s agenda is somewhat broader 
in that it is an exercise in educating his audience with respect to the realities of the political 
process and political coverage.  The form is an explication of that process; the tone of Campaign 
Trail is insistent in its pressing of the point that the presidential campaign is a constant struggle 
with deadlines, fatigue, and a confusion of information and, more often than most would 
expect, misinformation. The result is that the reader of Campaign Trail vicariously experiences 
this sense of confusion and fatigue through the form in which the book is composed; abrupt 
shifts in style and narrative line, breaks for interviews, riffs, and constant reminders of the 
looming deadline leave little room for a leisurely reading experience. In the end, the reader is 
left with the realization that much of the order presented in a political campaign is artificially 
superimposed upon it by journalists who are being, in order to accomplish this feat, both highly 
selective and subjective. Likewise, there is an understanding of the mistakes that are made in any 
campaign; given the pressures and exigencies of the day-to-day grind of the campaign and the 
reporting done on it, it can no longer come as a surprise that mistakes are made on both fronts, 
even errors that in hindsight are crystal clear to an outside observer. This is taken to an even 
greater level of intensity in Better than Sex, Thompson’s book on the 1992 presidential race and 
the first months of Clinton’s Administration, where the very architecture of the volume speaks 
of the chaos and unrelenting information overload that is a presidential election campaign. 
Yet, as far-reaching and elaborate as these tactics become in later works, the roots of this 
visceral and experiential form of writing are present and at work in “The Kentucky Derby”:
 Somebody told him about the clubhouse catching on fire two years ago. Could it happen 
again? Horrible. Trapped in the press box. Holocaust. A hundred thousand people fighting 
to get out. Drunks screaming in the flames and the mud, crazed horses running wild. Blind 
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in the smoke. Grandstand collapsing into the flames with us on the roof. Poor Ralph is 
about to crack. Drinking heavily, into the Haig & Haig.
 Out to the track in a cab, avoid that terrible parking in people’s front yards, $25 each, 
toothless old men in the street with big signs: PARK HERE, flagging cars in the yard. “That’s 
fine, boy, never mind the tulips.” Wild hair on his head, straight up like a clump of reeds.134
2.3.6  Writer Participation in the Story 
In “The Kentucky Derby,” Thompson is a focal point of the story being told. In this respect, his 
role is similar to that of George Plimpton in Paper Lion, Norman Mailer in Armies of the Night, 
Thompson himself in Hell’s Angels, or indeed most war correspondents reporting directly from 
the front lines. However, in this article, as well as in such later works as the Fear and Loathing 
books, Thompson treads beyond the boundary of the “embedded” journalist and becomes a 
participatory and even provocative writer. In “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved,” 
Thompson acts in order to provoke a reaction upon which he can then report:
 “There’s going to be trouble,” I said. “My assignment is to take pictures of the riot.” 
“What riot?”
I hesitated, twirling the ice in my drink. “At the track. On Derby Day. The Black Panthers.” 
I stared at him again. “Don’t you read the newspapers?” 
The grin on his face collapsed. “What the hell are you talking about?”135 
The final scene is similarly a close focus on the actions of the reporter, this time in order to 
render a fitting ending to the jangled adventure of reporting on the Derby:
 The journalist rams the big car through traffic and into a spot in front of the terminal, 
then he reaches over to open the door on the passenger’s side and shoves the Englishman 
out, snarling: “Bug off, you worthless faggot. You twisted pigfucker! [Crazed laughter.] 
If I weren’t sick, I’d kick your ass all the way to Bowling Green – you scumsucking foreign 
geek. Mace is too good for you…We can do without your kind in Kentucky.”136 
This tactic became more refined in Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72, where it is 
used with great effect to show that the campaign “beat” press are all too willing to accept 
the most ridiculous stories at face value in the fever to generate sufficient copy by the evening 
deadline. One story was picked up by the campaign reporters:
 ...toward the end of the Wisconsin primary race – about a week before the vote – word 
leaked out that some of Muskie’s top advisors had called in a Brazilian doctor who was said 
134 Ibid., 275-276.
135 Ibid., 264. 
136 Ibid., 283. 
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 to be treating the candidate with “some kind of strange drug” that nobody in the press 
corps had ever heard of.137
As Thompson later explained in Songs of the Doomed, a 1990 collection of both early and later 
work, he was reporting on a rumor that he had started himself. Similarly, a minor riot caused 
on board a Muskie campaign train was also Thompson’s doing; he had lent his press pass to a 
near stranger who went on a drinking spree in the press car and later harassed the candidate 
while the latter was giving a speech. All of this, Thompson dutifully reported. Finally, Thompson 
himself ran riot at the Republican National Convention: he attempted to spread a rumor about 
Nixon and LSD use to a group of Young Republican activists before reaching the Convention 
floor, where he exacted somewhat bizarre revenge upon television anchorman John Chancellor:
 ...I moved against the tide as gently as possible, keeping my elbows close down on my 
ribs and shouting “Chancellor to the Wall!” every thirty seconds or so, to keep myself 
inconspicuous.138
It is actually this type of provocative behavior that in later years had a debilitating effect 
on Thompson’s ability to perform. On the one hand, his readers expected Thompson to reach 
ever more extreme heights in provocation, while simultaneously it was becoming increasingly 
difficult for him to do anything of this nature at all as he himself had become a recognized 
figure, a celebrity of sorts, while Gonzo provocation is at its most successful when performed 
by a more anonymous figure. It should be kept in mind that even after the publication of Hell’s 
Angels, Thompson was still far from being a household name. It was, in fact, the string of 
successes he had with the Fear and Loathing books and The Great Shark Hunt that made him 
a more instantly recognizable figure, and also gave his name too much critical mass for the 
standard Gonzo approach, in particular the invasively participatory approach described here. 
By the time he was reporting, or attempting to report, on the world heavyweight title fight in 
Zaire, he was too well known for his rumor mongering to have any effect. In point of fact, he 
himself was considered noteworthy enough to be portrayed in several of the books to result 
from that fight. In “The Kentucky Derby,” however, this tactic is still viable; Thompson can rely 
on not being recognized and also assume that most people will not be on to what he is doing 
in this regard.
2.3.7  Exposure of Structure
 
Like the postmodernist architects who designed the new Lloyd’s of London headquarters in the 
City and the team that previously had designed the Centre Pompidou in Paris, Thompson was 
137 Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72, 151.
138 Ibid., 359. 
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not only conscious of the architecture of non-fiction writing, but celebrated it by throwing the 
beams and bolts of his writing into bold relief. Instead of weaving his prose into an elegant 
seamless whole, he often seemed to go out of his way to accentuate the shifts in the nature of 
the material being used by abruptly shifting to a different mode of delivery: dialogue is presented 
not as an integral part of the running text, but as an interruption to it, with Thompson moving 
suddenly from commentary presentation to a playwright’s mode of delivery in presenting verbal 
exchanges. Similarly, newspaper article excerpts are often presented in fonts and formats that 
do not match the print of the surrounding text. In the case of the former, dialogue is thus 
invested with immediacy perhaps not otherwise attainable, while in the case of the latter, an 
illusion of verisimilitude is created within the context of its delivery. After all, Thompson’s stance 
is often that of the harried reporter working under the stress of unreasonable deadlines to bring 
his readers the truth; by presenting newspaper clippings as if they have just been ripped from 
the pages of the dailies he is quoting, he is adding credence to this stance.
However, there is more involved here than the artistic decision to reveal the structural 
skeleton of the story. By doing so, I would argue, Thompson is accommodating tastes that 
have been influenced by the television approach to story-telling. It is a textured, multi-layered 
approach. It is not surprising that the 1950s and 1960s saw an explosion in collage art in the 
fine arts, as well as the fragmented style of Gonzo in the literary arts. Television is perhaps more 
of a seamless presentational style than Gonzo or collage on the surface of it, but it is at its heart 
a medium that requires of its spectators, of its participants, an editor’s perspective as it jumps 
from subject to subject, and from context to context, often without any clues as to what is going 
to follow what in terms of content. An unschooled viewer would, after all, have a good deal of 
difficulty in comprehending the often jarring leaps from news programming to commercials to 
drama and back to commercials. Thompson assumed this form of acculturation in his works; 
indeed, he appealed to it in much of his writing in that the a priori perspective of the writer 
often is that his readers have become so warped by television as to be incapable of coping with 
texts that make demands that differ all too greatly from those placed on prospective viewers by 
television. The internalized irony of this approach is that so much of what Thompson had to say 
was, in fact, highly critical of this and similar developments in American culture.
2.4  Gonzo as a New Sensibility in the Face of a Paradigm Shift 
Thompson’s invention of Gonzo journalism reflects the shifts taking place in American (popular) 
culture and is indicative of a tactic of writerly accommodation or adaptation in the face of a 
profoundly altered cultural communications paradigm. By probing the possibilities of a more 
subjective format of reportage that is likewise more self-involved, Thompson was able to tap 
into a need on the part of readers for a more visceral opinionated form of commentary than 
was being provided by the newspaper establishment at that time, but more significantly, was a 
quality of journalism that melded gracefully with the type of reporting that was being provided 
by television. Americans were receiving the footage of world events in their living room nightly; 
144
now, those unsatisfied with this televised news had a writer providing them with the experiential 
textual commentary needed to fully comprehend the significance of these images. 
In this respect, McLuhan’s viewpoint that television is a cool medium, detached and 
distanced,139 is answered with the response that this simply means that a hot subjective medium 
will inevitably provide a counterweight or complement to this coolness in the end140 in order 
to provide the citizenry of a television-dominated society with a proper gestalt of what is being 
covered.141 The truth is greater than the facts alone is indeed true to the degree that facts 
alone do not provide nearly enough material for a proper analysis of issues in 20th - and 21st - 
century America. As a pragmatic practitioner of journalism, Thompson was already exploring 
avenues the papers and periodicals ignored in their role as the counter-balancing “hot” 
medium: his articles are not stand-alone products, but supplements and complements. His role 
is that of a feeder stream into the greater flood of information already being provided by the 
broadcast media. The accusation he directs towards the American press is not just that they are 
playing a corrupted game but indeed are playing a game that no longer has much relevance 
in contemporary American culture. Newspapers and periodicals need to take a position that is 
not opposite that of television but complementary to it. As much as he may appear to loathe 
the television maker’s art in his writing, Thompson embraced television as a defining presence 
in American thinking and let his writing be bent to its service, however indirectly. This makes 
Thompson’s choice of employers, to the degree that the freelance writer chooses his employer, 
all the more pertinent. 
After an initial period of writing for the National Observer, Thompson became affiliated 
with Rolling Stone and its editor-in-chief Jann Wenner. While the National Observer was still 
well within the bandwidth of traditional journalism — it was after all a subsidiary of the Wall 
Street Journal — Rolling Stone was at the vanguard of a new type of journalism: it was a 
magazine aimed at the popular music consumer and had as its mission to provide serious 
journalism befitting the tastes and outlooks of that specific audience. Thompson would be 
the first Rolling Stone foray into politics and world affairs, but this foray was given a strict 
mandate; as Thompson points out in the introduction to Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign 
Trail ’72, he was to cover politics in an attempt to make the arcane details of American national 
politics comprehensible (and one hoped palatable) to the rock-and-roll generation. In addition, 
Thompson was, as we shall see below, only allowed this sojourn into the political arena after he 
had earned Rolling Stone credit with the two-part feature on the death of the American Dream 
that was later published as Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. In Campaign Trail, therefore, as was 
the case in Vegas, Thompson had a defined audience of popular culture connoisseurs he could 
assume would respond well to a specific style of writing, a style that had slowly evolved in the 
pages of more traditionally geared publications. In Rolling Stone, Thompson could also count 
139 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 36-45
140 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 68-77.
141 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 57-63.
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on the possibility of using a broad palette of printing gimmicks, in the form of sidebars, print 
color differentiation, and photographs and illustrations, in addition to any wishes he had with 
respect to letter types and sizes. If his work was to have the desired effect, he needed to avail 
himself of these possibilities. Thompson’s faithful stream of contributions to Rolling Stone has 
sometimes mystified his biographers; his relationship with Jann Wenner was often tendentious, 
sometimes overtly hostile. On one occasion, Wenner, in a fit of pique, is reported to have 
had Thompson dropped from the company insurance policy just as Thompson arrived in war-
torn Vietnam. Similarly, Thompson referred to Wenner in the most unflattering terms. Yet, he 
maintained his role as a Rolling Stone freelancer for as long as they were willing to keep him on 
staff. In hindsight, this may well have been a loyalty to a format and an audience more than to 
a person or organization.   
Similarly, Thompson’s subjectivity in his writing, born of a philosophy with respect to 
the truth that required going beyond the mere facts, proved to appeal to an audience whose 
sensibilities had been molded by television: as Neil Postman has demonstrated, newspaper 
articles are about what all print is about: abstraction.142 Television is about concretization. 
McLuhan states that television is indeed a cool medium in that it is objective; it is, however, 
only objective to the degree that it purports to present information without alteration or 
editorializing.143 As soon as it crosses this line of demarcation, it is as hot as any print editorial. 
This is one of the dangers Thompson perceived in both the press and the broadcast media: both 
can be used as methods of manipulation precisely because both have a guise of objectivity that 
can be exhibited in order to establish credibility, only to be discarded when no longer required. 
He was prescient in this respect, in that this has been the arc of development traveled by 
what is commonly known as reality television. Initially, reality TV purported to be a “just-the-
facts” approach to the medium that was originally developed to accommodate the invention 
of the Portapak mobile video camera system in the mid-1960s.144 As co-opted by the major 
production companies in the 1990s, it quickly became a manipulated and manipulative format 
for biased presentations of reality and television-for-effect, shock TV. Thompson realized the 
potential danger of faux objectivity early on in his career and found that the most efficient form 
of vaccination was to simply deny any attempt at objectivity right from the onset.145 If objectivity 
is eventually always corrupted then, in the long run, objectivity is impossible to maintain. Thus, 
deny objectivity but strive instead for an effective form of subjectivity. 
142 Neil Postman, “The Typographic Mind,” in Amusing Ourselves to Death, 31-64. 
143 McLuhan, Marshall, Understanding Media, 36-37; 40-41; 43-44. 
144 Doug Hall and Sally Jo Fifer, eds., Illuminating Video (San Francisco/ New Jersey: Aperture in association with the Bay 
Area Video Coalition, 1990).   
145 See Mathew Hahn, “Writing on the Wall,” Atlantic Unbound, August 26, 1997. Interview is also included in Anita 
Thompson, Ancient Gonzo Wisdom 228-240. See also Douglas Brinkley, “The Art of Journalism 1,” The Paris Review, 156, 
Autumn 2000, 70-71. See further Fear and Loathing in America, 435-439, for a preparatory piece on American culture 
in the early 1970s that delineates Thompson’s mood as he entered the arena of presidential journalism; and 472-474, on 
writing about politics in 1972.  
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2.5  Summary of Chapter II
The publication of Hell’s Angels made Thompson a sought-after commodity and he was offered 
writing commissions and speaking tours. The offers were not only the result of his having 
become a successful author, but because he was considered the right voice to engage the more 
intelligent affluent or counterculture types of audiences wanted by magazines such as Rolling 
Stone and Playboy which were hoping to fill the void between factual television reporting 
and standard newspaper fare. In order to do so, these publications needed to respond to the 
needs and sensibilities of an audience that had been profoundly influenced by television: they 
were readers used to a far greater degree of detachment and decontextualization than their 
predecessors and thus responded to print media willing to provide a more involved, contextualized 
counterweight to television. At the same time, this was an audience that increasingly demanded 
that its messages be packaged as entertainment, as can be seen in Thompson’s experiences as 
a political candidate and campaign innovator. 
His articles on Killy, a major athlete, and Nixon, the politician, were precisely what was 
needed for this market. In both articles, Thompson set out to reveal the man behind the media-
created mask, to ferret out the truth of the TV creation, and to show how each man was 
iconic of the ills of American life. The techniques used in these articles, author involvement, 
fictionally-structured exposition, meta-journalism, and high levels of subjectivity were an 
amalgam of techniques that would be incorporated and perfected in his first real Gonzo article, 
“The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved.” In doing so, he also accommodated his own 
needs for both commercial (financial) success, in order to maintain his position as a freelance 
writer, and a desire for the prerogatives and recognition bestowed upon a literary author. In 
this respect, the invention of Gonzo journalism was the result of a balancing act between the 
commercial and symbolic capital needs of a practicing writer.
Thompson’s article on the Kentucky Derby was an unfiltered kaleidoscopic projection of 
the experience of the race rather than the race itself. He did not want the realism of television 
but the truth of the day, which he felt represented the corruption of the values of the Old South 
and, to some extent, those of America.
The adoption of an overtly subjective outlook on the part of the writer, meta-journalism, 
the application of the non-fiction story method, the introduction of fictional conceits, a focus 
on the experience as opposed to the facts of the event, writer participation in the story, and 
exposure of structure – these were the components of a formula he needed to reach his goal: 
achieving market success without compromising his creative genius in his efforts to reveal truth, 
which was always his main objective. The social, economic, and cultural climate had changed 
and the market was ready for him, and he was ready for it with works that were not just 
responsive to the new sensibilities but which would to some degree change them. 
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1971-1978
Fasten your seatbelts, it’s going to be a bumpy ride.
  All About Eve, 1950
3.1  Making Gonzo Pay: Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and “Strange 
Rumblings in Aztlan”
With the publication of “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved,” following on the 
heels of “Nixon Doll,” “Killy,” and the publicity surrounding his ill-fated run for public office, 
Thompson came to a crossroad in his career. On the one hand, he now had attained sufficient 
status as a journalist to be able to count on steady, well-paid work in the field;  on the other 
hand, he was in possession of a commodity, Gonzo journalism, which he not only felt needed 
further development, but which also had a less certain market potential. Furthermore, he still 
had inchoate plans to write a follow-up book to Hell’s Angels about the “death of the American 
Dream”:
 The bone-structure, then, will be made up of existing individuals – not necessarily named, 
whose lives, words, actions, fears, hatreds, etc. best illuminate the various keys we need to 
show how and why the American Dream is dead. Consider, for instance, a self-educated, 
multi-millionaire businessman who is now, at the age of fifty, a Democratic National 
Committeeman, a power in both state and national politics. What kind of power is he 
exercising, and how does it relate, for that matter, to Abe Lincoln? What does he say about 
him? And what does he say about Eichmann?
 Maybe this should clarify what I mean about “bone-structure.” I want to search out specific 
people to illustrate specific points, and on this score I’ll welcome any help or suggestions 
I can get. Billy Graham, for instance; how does he fit in the American Dream? Is he a rose 
or a thorn? And what is he really saying?1 
1 Letter to Jim Silberman, January 29, 1968, Fear and Loathing in America, 23. This selection of a varied cast of representative 
characters whose words and actions as made clear through interviews served to provide the substance to a preset narrative 
scaffolding became radio journalist Studs Terkel’s modus operandi in such works as Division Street: America (1967), The 
Good War: An Oral History of World War II (1984), American Dreams: Lost and Found (1984), and Race: How Blacks and 
Whites Think about the American Obsession (1992), in which he explored the ethnic/immigrant experience in America, 
the U.S. perspective on World War II, the nature of work, career, and achievement in America, and race relations in the 
U.S. , respectively. William Least Heat Moon, likewise, used the itinerant interviewer approach in writing Blue Highways: A 
Journey into America (1982), a book which fits neatly into the ambitions Thompson initially had for his “American Dream 
book.”
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3.1.1 The Death of the American Dream and the Birth of “Fear and 
Loathing” 
The process that transformed Thompson into the first and foremost Gonzo journalist of the 
coming years was swift — it took place over a relatively short period in Thompson’s life in the 
early 1970s — but not precipitous, as Thompson did not initially abandon traditional journalism 
completely as he committed himself to refining the Gonzo mode and finding suitable outlets 
for Gonzo pieces. As can be seen in his correspondence with Jim Silberman of Random House, 
he initially believed he would produce his book on the death of the American Dream using such 
traditional tools of the journalism trade as interviews. Similarly, as can be seen in Thompson’s 
response to suggestions made by Silberman, his publisher also still conceived of this book as 
falling within the boundaries of established non-fiction publishing:
  I have no interest in writing a book that won’t be read … and I think the surest way 
down the tube is to lead off with an essay. Any essay, however brilliant. This is the age of 
scare-headlines – not essays, and the only way to suck the readers in is to jolt them off their 
rails so far that they’ll need an explanation for what jolted them. The “latent essay,” if you 
will. Some examples that come to mind: The Fire Next Time, The Other America, most of 
Oscar Lewis’ stuff…well, to hell with that list…it doesn’t seem to be proving my point.2 
 Yet, his choices do illustrate a point: Thompson was clearly struggling with the format 
he wanted for his particular indictment of America at the turn of the decade. Others 
had taken a variety of paths and there were ready examples from which to choose. After 
all, James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time (1963) is a collection of essays on the civil rights 
movement, whereas Michael Harrington’s The Other America (1962) is a data-laden study 
of the existence of poverty in an affluent society, and Oscar Lewis’s work focuses on 
“the culture of poverty” he found to be prevalent among U.S. Latinos from a qualitative 
anthropological perspective.3 Given that Thompson had himself suggested an interview 
approach, the “bone structure” of the “American Dream” book was clearly undetermined 
in 1968. There were, however, signs that Thompson was coming to realize in the late 
1960s that it might be preferable to abandon all of these proposed formats in favor of a 
different approach:
 …I think this American Dream thing needs a narrative structure to hold it together. Hell’s 
Angels had that by accident, or because my involvement served as a narrative…and that’s 
all we’ll need for the next one. I can’t sit out here in Woody Creek and ruminate on the 
Death of the American Dream. That’s why I tried to impress on you – as subtly as possible 
[…] – the importance of providing, in the contract, for adequate expense money to get me 
involved.4 
By 1970, Thompson was exploring less mainstream tactics in approaching the American 
2 Memo to Jim Silberman, January 29, 1968, Fear and Loathing in America, 24. 
3 See, for example, The Children of Sanchez (1961). 
4 Memo to Jim Silberman, January 29, 1968, Fear and Loathing in America, 24-25.
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Dream project. Again, by looking at the possibilities he himself weighed and the examples on 
offer in published work, it can be seen that a conscious choice was being made on the part 
of the author to pursue a specific tactic in researching and writing the projected “American 
Dream” work. As he wrote to Ralph Steadman,
 Prepare yourself: we have struck a very weird & maybe-rich vein … but instead of laboring 
over details I’ll just enc. A copy (see below) of a suggestion I sent about two weeks ago to 
Warren Hinkle …to wit:
 “…I thought I’d pass on a suggestion that one of my enemies laid on me today: “Why 
don’t you just travel around the country and shit on everything?” he shouted. “Just go 
from New York to California and write your venomous bullshit about everything that 
people respect!” Which sounds like a nice idea – a series of Ky. Derby-style articles (with 
Steadman) on things like the Super Bowl, Times Sq. on New Year’s eve, Mardi Gras, the 
Masters (golf) Tournament, the America’s Cup, Christmas Day with the Chicago Police, 
Grand National Rodeo in Denver… rape them all, quite systematically and then we could 
sell it as a book: “Amerikan Dreams…”5  
Thompson still viewed this incarnation of the American Dream project as a continuation of the 
work he had started in the late 1960s: where in 1968 he refers to the work as “The Thompson 
Report,” in 1970 he refers to it as a possible “Thompson-Steadman Report”: both have the 
same mission, which is to expose the truth behind the sham that is The American Dream in late 
twentieth-century America.6 It is noteworthy that as this project progressed through its various 
proposed forms, various ideas and approaches that Thompson later used in other works would 
be put forward, only to be discarded as unsuitable to the work at hand. In 1968, Thompson 
considered using a fruitless pursuit of the Joint Chiefs of Staff at the Pentagon as a “hook” for 
the book: this theme of stymied journalistic pursuit later became central to “The Temptations of 
Jean-Claude Killy.”7 Likewise in 1968, Thompson considered using the 1968 election as a key 
feature to exposing what was wrong with the U.S.: this, in 1972, became a book-length work 
in its own right, Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72. Finally, Thompson did undertake, 
in haphazard fashion, the vicious survey of things American he proposed to Steadman: of the 
work done in this vein, The Curse of Lono (1983) stands out as a singular accomplishment.
Even as he ruminated over future endeavors and discussed these in his correspondence, 
Thompson undertook two key projects in 1971: coverage of the Mint 400 motorcycle race in 
Las Vegas for Sports Illustrated and his investigative journalism for Rolling Stone on the death 
of Chicano activist Ruben Salazar. The differing approaches Thompson used for each of these 
5 Letter to Ralph Steadman, July 18, 1970, Fear and Loathing in America, 319.
6 See Letter to Bernard Shir-Cliff, January 12, 1968, Fear and Loathing in America, 15, for a reference to proposed 
“Thompson Report.” Thompson was thinking of using the Democratic Convention of 1968 as his focal point for the book: 
at that time it was assumed that Lyndon Johnson would win the nomination and thus that the result of the convention 
would be a foregone conclusion. See Letter to Ralph Steadman, July 18, 1970, Fear and Loathing in America, 320, for 
reference to proposed “Thompson-Steadman Report.”
7 Letter to Jim Silberman, January 29, 1968, Fear and Loathing in America, 25.
153
CHAPTER 3
assignments and the widely different results achieved are indicative of the divide in Thompson’s 
journalistic allegiances at the time: even as he experimented in the work that started as a report 
on the Mint 400 race and became Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, he continued to practice a far 
more conventional form of journalism for what was to become “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan.”8
 
3.1.2   Escape from L.A.: Covering the Mint 400 for Sports Illustrated 
 
In the spring of 1971, Sports Illustrated asked Thompson to cover the Mint 400 in Las Vegas. He 
was to provide a short text to accompany photos provided by a photographer assigned to the 
story by the magazine. Thompson used this assignment as a means of escape from the pressures 
of the feature piece he was writing for Rolling Stone9 on the rise of the Chicano Movement in 
the West and the murder of Ruben Salazar.10 Thompson saw the Sports Illustrated assignment 
as being suitable to the impressionistic, embedded approach used in Gonzo, and given what he 
wrote about the race later in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, he likely saw Gonzo as the only 
proper way to cover such an event:
 The Dwarf approached our table cautiously, as I recall, and when he handed me the pink 
telephone I said nothing, merely listened. And then I hung up, turning to face my attorney. 
“That was headquarters,” I said. “They want me to go to Las Vegas at once, and make 
contact with a Portuguese photographer named Lacerda. He’ll have the details. All I have 
to do is check into my suite and he’ll seek me out.”
 My attorney said nothing for a moment, then he suddenly came alive in his chair. “God 
hell!” he exclaimed. “I think I see the pattern. This one sounds like real trouble.” He tucked 
his khaki undershirt into his white rayon bellbottoms and called for more drink. “You’re 
going to need plenty of legal advice before this thing is over,” he said. “And my first advice 
is that you should rent a very fast car with no top and get the hell out of L.A. for at least 
forty-eight hours.” He shook his head sadly. “This blows my weekend, because naturally 
I’ll have to go with you – and we’ll have to arm ourselves.”
 “Why not?” I said. “If a thing is worth doing, it’s worth doing right. We’ll need some 
8 The term “Aztlan” refers to the region of the United States that was ceded by Mexico following the Mexican-American 
War of 1845-1848: Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, and Southern California.  
9 The Salazar story was a protracted affair that involved two investigative rounds: one in 1970; the other in 1971. 
10 In the “Jacket Copy for Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas: A Savage Journey to the Heart of the American Dream,” as 
reprinted in the Modern Library edition, Thompson explains his reasons for taking on the Sports Illustrated squib, which he 
points out was only supposed to be 250 words or one manuscript page, somewhat ironic given that it resulted in his first 
book-length Gonzo work.  See “Jacket Copy,” in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Other American Stories, 207-215. 
Jann Wenner states that in 1971 ‘“Strange Rumblings in Aztlan” was Hunter’s next assignment (for Rolling Stone, MV) after 
“Freak Power in the Rockies.” It was a serious piece of pretty standard reporting, not really the kind of thing that Hunter 
would become known for, but he wanted to do it because he had a very close friend, Oscar Acosta, who was right in the 
middle of the La Raza movement in L.A., and we all thought this could be a good heavy-duty piece. Hunter was fascinated 
with Oscar. And it was in the middle of writing this piece that Hunter took the assignment to go to Vegas and report for 
Sports Illustrated to do “a quickie on the Mint 500 (sic) motorcycle race.” See Wenner and Seymour, 128.  
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decent equipment and plenty of cash on the line – if only for drugs and a super-sensitive 
tape recorder, for the sake of a permanent record.”
 “What kind of story is this?” he asked.
 “The Mint 400,” I said.11 
The Mint 400 project quickly became more than he had planned, even as he wrestled with the 
Salazar story. In Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, Thompson describes being gripped by both 
the powerful symbolism of Las Vegas as a monument to the hedonism of the dawning 1970s 
and by the utter futility of the story he was covering. The only possible way to approach such 
a story, and escape the demons of his day-to-day existence, was full immersion. Anything less 
than Gonzo would be doing Las Vegas and the truth an injustice:
 The only way to prepare for a trip like this, I felt, was to dress up like human peacocks 
and get crazy, then screech across the desert and cover the story. Never lose sight of the 
primary responsibility. 
  But what was the story? Nobody had bothered to say. So we would have to drum it 
up on our own. Free Enterprise. The American Dream. Horatio Alger gone mad on drugs 
in Las Vegas. Do it now: pure Gonzo journalism.  
  There was also the socio-psychic factor. Every now and then when your life gets 
complicated and the weasels start closing in, the only real cure is to load up on heinous 
chemicals and then drive like a bastard from Hollywood to Las Vegas. To relax, as it were, in 
the womb of the desert sun. Just roll back the roof and screw it on, grease the face with white 
tanning butter and move out with the music at top volume, and at least a pint of ether.12   
If he was a man on a mission, the mission was obscure. Thompson felt that what was 
being communicated to him by the editor of Sports Illustrated in New York was unclear.13 It is 
interesting to note the tension between Thompson and a variety of magazines for which he 
contracted articles at this particular time as they are indicative of the instability of the market 
in that period. This is illustrated by what Thompson wrote to his agent at the time Lynn Nesbit:
 
 Anyway, that’s just one loose end. Another is a piece that I originally did for Scanlan’s 
called “The Murder of Ruben Salazar” (the Chicano journalist killed in L.A. – by the cops) 
that Wenner now wants to buy for Rolling Stone, along with a week’s worth of up-dating 
that it definitely needs. We didn’t mention any price on this … although what Hinkle had 
agreed on was $1200 to me and $300 to Acosta for the legwork (the piece was bought, 
edited, set in type & sent to the original printer, but by the time the thing got printed in 
Montreal Hinkle had dropped both the Salazar piece & another by Min Yee in favor of his 
(Hinkle’s) introduction. Which is neither here nor there, but I mention it to give you some 
11 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 8-9.
12 Hunter S. Thompson, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Other American Stories (New York: The Modern Library, 1996), 12. 
13 In Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, Thompson refers to Sports Illustrated as a “fashionable sporting magazine.” 
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background).14 
3.1.3   Creative Latitude in a Changing Market: How “Mint 400” became 
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas 
As the last major general interest mass circulation magazines died, more specialized publications 
were provided with an opportunity to cater to broader audience interests than their original 
mandates allowed by dint of their competition having to some degree dropped away.15 Thus, 
the 1970s saw a rise in the prominence of political coverage and feature writing in publications 
hitherto associated with more specialized realms of reporting, even as such established 
publications of general interest journalism as Life, Look, and Collier’s folded. This led to volatility 
in the marketplace as new publishing ventures were undertaken to fill the void left by the 
demise of the wide-circulation glossies, even as existing publications refocused in attempts to 
likewise take advantage of these openings in the market. Finally, several smaller publications 
found themselves transformed into major publications in a relatively short period of time, with 
concomitant shifts in their budgetary and content parameters. David Abrahamson has posited 
that narrow market magazines gained substantially in influence and advertising potential due 
to a shift in society that led to a need for avocational publications and that these publications in 
turn needed to focus on contents that would “lead to action.” 16 An example of this would be 
Rolling Stone’s decision to include politics in a music and entertainment magazine. 
Thus, the Paris Review moved from Paris to New York in 1973 as it shifted from scrappy 
survivor on the international literary scene to a fixture of the American literary establishment: 
the Review also became renowned for its long-running Interviews series, in which journalism 
meets literary scholarship in the Review’s involved (often) multisession in-depth interviewing 
technique.17 Similarly, Ramparts rose from obscurity as a Catholic literary quarterly to become 
one of the more vivid and controversial “radical slick” magazines of the late 1960s and early 
1970s. Its alumni included Jann Wenner, Warren Hinkle, and Paul Krassner. As Peter Richardson 
points out in his study of the rise and fall of Ramparts, the magazine had to survive in an 
extremely unstable and hostile publishing environment:
 Technology and finance were also changing the media landscape. Berkeley journalism 
professor Lowell Bergmann, who started his career as a typesetter, noted that the falling 
costs of offset printing combined with generous credit from printers helped new magazines 
14 Letter to Lynn Nesbit, February 22, 1971, Fear and Loathing in America, 366.
15 David Abrahamson and Christina Bryza, “Magazine Publishers: Specialization and the Future of Magazines,” in Stephen 
L. Vaughn, ed., Encyclopedia of American Journalism (New York and Oxford: Routledge, 2008), 281-282.
16 David Abrahamson, “Magazine Exceptionalism: The Concept, the Criteria, the Challenge,” in Tim Holmes, Mapping the 
Magazine: Comparative Studies in Magazine Journalism (New York and Oxford: Routledge, 2013), 148-149. 
17 For a detailed analysis of the evolution of the Paris Review’s Interview series and its significance in the journal’s history, see 
Usha Wilbers, Enterprise in the Service of Art: A Critical History of the Paris Review, 1953-1973 (PhD dissertation, Radboud 
University Nijmegen, 2006), 181-212, in particular 204-212. 
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and newspapers find their audiences. For a while, at least, Ramparts made the most of 
that opportunity. “Ramparts made the big leap to credibility because the stories held up,” 
Bergman said. But even the successful upstarts faced a slew of new competitors fighting 
for the same readers. Ramparts and Crawdaddy! begat New Times and Rolling Stone, 
which begat SunDance. In the early 1970s, David Weir, who co-founded the Center for 
Investigative Reporting with Bergman in 1977, counted thirteen alternative publications in 
San Francisco alone.18
It is ironic that even something like falling costs and easy credit, though helpful at first, 
could be detrimental to new and existing publications in the longer run: it is logical, however, 
that it would have this effect. Given the constricting potential of advertising funds, the earnings 
of the market of periodicals were shrinking: all that the lower printing costs and accessibility of 
credit did was make it easier for any given venture to enter the market. It did nothing, however, 
to raise the total pool of money available to magazines as prospective income. Thus, even 
established publications saw that while their overhead was being reduced to some degree, it 
was at the cost of admitting even more competitors to an already cramped marketplace.
Indeed, as Elke van Cassel points out in her study of The Reporter, a dramatic drop in 
advertising revenues contributed to the failure of this particular periodical in 1968,19 a year in 
which Thompson was struggling with the format for his book on the Death of the American 
Dream and was on the verge of the innovations applied in “The Temptations of Jean-Claude 
Killy” and “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved.” As the market sought to work 
within the shifting paradigms of the advertisers on which they relied for their survival, Thompson 
sought to accommodate the concomitantly unstable market of periodicals.
The end result was that Thompson changed tactics on a number of stories mid-stream, 
such as in “Killy” which shifted from sports coverage to meta-journalism. He, likewise,  shifted 
focus in stories where the assignment was unclear, so that the Mint 400 story morphed into 
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, or needed to revise stories to meet the demands of suddenly-
changing employers: the Salazar story had its provenance as a Scanlan’s feature, but the demise 
of Scanlan’s  (1971), which published hard-hitting controversial stories, necessitated moving 
the orphan story to Rolling Stone, which was moving into social and political coverage but still 
wished to appeal to a less politicized audience. In making these accommodations, however, 
Thompson availed himself of a journalistic arsenal of tactics that he had already developed, 
though not actually applied.
Regardless of their economic position in the market, there was one point of apparent 
agreement among many of the periodicals struggling for advertising revenues: fiction was best 
avoided. Even as such fiction carriers as Life and The Saturday Evening Post disappeared, the 
newer, more specialized magazines generally did not include fiction in their pages. One of the 
18 Peter Richardson, A Bomb in Every Issue: How the Short, Unruly Life of Ramparts Magazine Changed America (New York: 
The New Press, 2009), 175.
19  Elke van Cassel, A Cold War Magazine of Causes: A Critical History of The Reporter, 1949-1968 (PhD dissertation, 
Radboud University Nijmegen, 2007), 460-461.
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conspicuous exceptions to this rule was Playboy, previously discussed, just as it was remarkable 
that a later publication, Omni, did take up the fiction challenge right from its inception in 1977, 
going on to become a standard bearer of high-quality speculative fiction for the duration of 
its publishing life. It is conceivable that in the case of Playboy, status-seeking and legitimacy 
issues may have played a role in the decision to continue to publish fiction in the face of hostile 
market tendencies: Hugh Hefner always maintained that his magazine was different in that it 
was primarily a lifestyle periodical and not a skin magazine.20 Publishing fiction, features by 
high-profile journalists, and interviews with intellectuals would promote that image. In addition, 
a wide selection of material also provided Playboy with the veneer, if not the intention, of a 
general interest periodical.  
However, even as magazines and other periodicals stepped up to fill the gaps in the market 
left by the demise of the mass market general interest periodicals such as Life, Look, and the 
Saturday Evening Post, there was a countervailing force to be reckoned with; the subscribers 
and other readers originally gained could not be assumed to welcome too great a digression 
from the basic focus of the periodical in question, nor could they be assumed to welcome any 
innovation beyond the scope of the assumed topical interest. There was something of a duality 
in Playboy, Sports Illustrated, and even Rolling Stone hiring Thompson to cover Killy, the Mint 
400, and culture and politics, respectively, in that Playboy needed to watch that Thompson did 
not transgress its reader’s sensibilities about sports heroes and their lifestyles, Sports Illustrated 
was interested in sports and photojournalism to a degree that did not naturally accommodate 
long-form feature writing, and Rolling Stone was initially hesitant to move beyond the confines 
of the rock music beat. Yet, as Abrahamson puts forward, the editors of specialized (narrow-
cast) magazines are compelled to respond to the needs on the part of their readership for an 
increased sense of community and action.21 This, in turn can lead them to seek out writers 
who do just that.  Playboy, Sports Illustrated and Rolling Stone all three saw the use in hiring a 
writer of Thompson’s singular talent and perspective, even if initially Rolling Stone was the only 
one of the three willing to commit his work to print. To a fairly high degree, it was left to the 
writers to sort out the conflicting needs of the periodicals, leaving them with the opportunity to 
market their own innovations as solutions to the magazines’ problems, but also leaving these 
freelance writers at the mercy of an unstable and seemingly unpredictable market mechanism. 
More specifically, Thompson saw articles he wrote for Playboy and Sports Illustrated rejected 
for supposedly not meeting the needs of the magazines, even though he had been specifically 
recruited to write these pieces and despite the fact that neither effort deviated dramatically from 
20 Elizabeth Fraterrigo, Playboy and the Making of the Good Life in Modern America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009), 47-49. 
21 David Abrahamson, “Magazine Exceptionalism: The Concept, the Criteria, the Challenge,” in Tim Holmes, Mapping the 
Magazine: Comparative Studies in Magazine Journalism (New York and Oxford: Routledge, 2013), 148-149. 
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the known Thompson modus operandi.22 Conversely, the highly innovative “Kentucky Derby” 
was accepted and published by Scanlan’s, which in turn also accepted “Strange Rumblings in 
Aztlan,” a dramatically different feature, for publication. Again, it can be pointed out that there 
is a distinct logic to this seeming indecision on the part of publishers of periodicals: they were 
mediating between advertisers who were becoming increasingly discerning in their spending 
on print campaigns and readerships that were likewise shifting towards more specialized 
publications even as their demands for the forms in which it was delivered were becoming 
increasingly complex.23 In this environment, Thompson found himself trying to sell very different 
types of articles to various publications or, indeed, even trying to sell these two products to the 
same publication, as was the case with “Aztlan” and “Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas,” which 
eventually both went to Rolling Stone. On the other hand, Thompson also found his work being 
rejected, as was the case with “Killy” in Playboy and the abortive Mint 400 article in Sports 
Illustrated, and found himself faced with the demise of publications just at the point where 
he might have felt he had finally cracked the marketing code, as was the case with “Kentucky 
Derby” and the subsequent demise of Scanlan’s before they could publish “Aztlan.”
3.1.4 “Aztlan” as an Alternative to Gonzo: Shifting between Modes in an 
Unstable Market Environment   
In writing the two pieces, “Aztlan” and Vegas, Thompson alternated between a relatively low-
key approach in the former and Gonzo eccentricity in the latter. As Jann Wenner stated, 
 In the middle of doing “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan,” Hunter was staying at my house in 
San Francisco. That’s where he started to write “Vegas” on a red IBM Selectric that I had 
had set up on a rolltop desk in the basement. I remember him showing me the first ten 
pages, asking me if it was worth it to keep going. It was pretty brilliant stuff, way off on 
a tangent – just that amazing list of what was in the Cadillac’s trunk. I had no idea where 
he was going, but I said, “Yeah, we’ll go with that, but let’s finish this other thing first.” To 
his credit, he did finish the Aztlan piece.24
 
Rolling Stone had agreed to publish the Salazar article on the condition that updates were added 
22 In a letter to Jim Silberman, Thompson expressed some of the difficulties in mediating the writer’s needs to those of the 
specific magazines, such as Playboy and Esquire, complaining that the work on “Killy” had drained all of the humor out 
of his writing, among other things. See “Letter to Jim Silberman,” May 15, 1969, Fear and Loathing in America, 178-179. 
23 In William L. Rivers and Everette E. Dennis, Other Voices: The New Journalism in America, 2011 Edition (New Brunswick: 
Transaction Publishers, 2011 – Originally Published by Canfield Press in 1974),  the ambivalence  within the industry to New 
Journalism is made clear by references to Michael Arlen in the Atlantic Monthly, May 1972, 43-47, observing that the New 
Journalist was  “less a journalist than an impresario” and Richard Buffum, in the Los Angeles Times, October 5, 1971, Sect 
II, 1, who concluded that “the new journalism is a risky business, but who is to say – once on balance – that it will not cut 
closer to the bone of truth […]. In the same publication, 209, it is pointed out that Esquire editor Harold Hayes initially 
stated there was no such thing as a new journalism, but later espoused that Esquire was a pioneer of the form.
24 Jann Wenner in Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 129.
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to keep the story sufficiently topical.25 The topicality demand is indicative of the editorial context 
in which this article was procured: this was to fit into the category of longer investigative pieces 
the periodical published and needed to meet different standards than the more experimental 
work that was also, increasingly, being published in the magazine. As such, Thompson could 
not expect publication if he approached it as Gonzo; here, the more standard tactics of the 
investigative journalist were required. 
Though the story had already been edited and even typeset by Scanlan’s prior to its 
bankruptcy, Thompson decided the hiatus the article enjoyed between Scanlan’s and Rolling 
Stone was a good opportunity to do some editing of his own on the piece, in addition to 
bringing it up to the Rolling Stone specifications: 
 Christ, I just read that Salazar piece from start to finish – for the first time – and discovered 
a terrible jumbling in the lead. I don’t know who edited the thing; I just turned it in on my 
way from SF to Newport for the America’s Cup story, but my version ran chronologically 
from the time I heard about Salazar’s death in Portland, Ore. & then on to LA, meeting 
Oscar at the airport, etc. & then into the investigation.
 In this version, something drastic has happened to that chronology.26 
Note that in the initial version there was a chronology that was determined by the author’s 
experience of the crime: “from the time I heard about Salazar’s death…”  This had been altered 
by the editorial staff at Scanlan’s. 
In addition to re-editing the article, Thompson needed to again work through the material 
he had on Salazar’s death with his primary informant, Oscar Zeta Acosta, a Los Angeles attorney 
who specialized in cases concerning the Chicano community and was closely connected to 
a number of the individuals involved in the story, including Salazar. Even as he labored to 
finish “Aztlan,” Thompson continued to mull over an idea that had first occurred to him upon 
completing Hell’s Angels: a definitive book on the death of the American Dream.27  
3.1.4.1 A Fellow Traveler on the Proud Highway: Oscar Zeta Acosta
Thompson invited his main source for the Salazar story to go with him to Las Vegas where 
25 Letter to Lynn Nesbit, February 22, 1971, Fear and Loathing in America, 366. 
26 Letter to Jann Wenner, February 10, 1971, Fear and Loathing in America, 362.
27 In particular, see Thompson’s correspondence with Random House publisher Jim Silberman: Letter and Memo to Jim 
Silberman, January, 29, 1968,  Fear and Loathing in America, 22-27; Letter to Jim Silberman, March 3, 1968,  Fear and 
Loathing in America, 44-45; Letter to Jim Silberman, June 9, 1968,  Fear and Loathing in America, 90-93; for Thompson’s 
debate with Silberman on the focus of the proposed book, see Letter to Jim Silberman, July 7, 1968, Fear and Loathing 
in America, 100-103;  for mechanics of researching “American Dream,” see Letter to Jim Silberman, July 19, 1968, Fear 
and Loathing in America, 109-111. For Silberman’s proposal to include Thompson’s fictional alter ego Raoul Duke in 
“American Dream” book, see Letter to Jim Silberman, March 17, 1969, Fear and Loathing in America, 163-164. See also 
“Expense Statement to Jim Silberman,” March 1, 1969, Fear and Loathing in America, 163. Thompson also sent Silberman 
an account of the periodicals he was reading as he researched the proposed book on the American Dream. See Fear and 
Loathing in America, 186-187.        
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they could talk about the Salazar case without interference while he covered the motorcycle 
race. Thompson had become acquainted with Acosta during his campaign for the sheriff’s 
office in 1970. Thompson and Acosta were kindred spirits with oddly similar backgrounds. Both 
had served in the Air Force and run unsuccessfully for public office, Acosta for Sheriff of Los 
Angeles County, and both had had their share of run-ins with the law and various establishment 
figures. In addition, Acosta harbored ambitions of becoming a writer; he went on to publish two 
books on his activities in the Chicano community, Revolt of the Cockroach People (1974) and 
Autobiography of a Brown Buffalo (1972). Even more significantly, Acosta was acutely attuned 
to Thompson’s approach to and style of writing; like Thompson, he placed himself at the center 
of much of his more significant work, and, like Thompson, Acosta was appreciative of the 
potential lunacy of life in America, in particular with respect to its public institutions. Having 
worked for several years as a defense attorney in the L.A. court system, Acosta had seen a good 
deal of skewed justice and responded to it with tactics that could be defined as Gonzo legal 
practice. In one particular instance, Acosta subpoenaed all 188 Superior Court judges in Los 
Angeles to testify in order to prove that the Grand Jury selection system in the city was racially 
biased against Chicanos.28
Given Acosta’s propensities and his close involvement with Thompson in Las Vegas, it has 
been argued by some critics and Acosta himself that he is a co-inventor of Gonzo journalism 
on the basis of his work with Thompson as a fellow participant in the activities and events that 
led to the composition of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas.29 His work in An Autobiography 
of a Brown Buffalo (1972) and Revolt of the Cockroach People (1973) is likewise judged to 
bear marked similarities with Thompson’s work in the 1970s. Contrary to such claims, I would 
argue here that the development of Gonzo was the result of an organic process of internal and 
external forces as they converged in the artistic process of a single author: Thompson’s invention 
of Gonzo journalism was the result of a search for a creative and professional equilibrium in a 
shifting market and an altered cultural context. 
Given what has been shown in Part II, it is incorrect to assume that Thompson suddenly hit 
on Gonzo in Las Vegas while with Acosta. Thompson’s early career experiences had led him to 
move from fiction to non-fiction, his own creative bent had prompted him to push against the 
constraints of traditional journalism, and the market had proven accommodating to such forms 
of experiment in the previous years with the success of such pieces as “The Kentucky Derby is 
Decadent and Depraved,” “The Temptations of Jean-Claude Killy,” and indeed the more staid 
though nonetheless innovative Hell’s Angels. There is too obvious a continuum in Thompson’s 
work as he moved deeper and deeper into his own form of new journalism to assume such 
28 As Acosta argued, “in Los Angeles County, the Grand Jurors are nominated by the Superior Court Judges. Over a ten-year 
period, 178 judges nominated a total of 1,501 nominees, of which only twenty were Spanish surnamed. Of these judges, 
91.6% never once nominated a Spanish-surnamed person.” See Ilan Stavans, Bandido: The Death and Resurrection of 
Oscar “Zeta” Acosta, 2003 Edition. (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2003). Originally published by Harper Collins 
in 1995, 81 for citation. See Stavans, 79-81 for the case. 
29 See Stavans,  Bandido, 99-103
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sudden insight to have been prompted by Acosta. Likewise, given the tactics deployed by 
Thompson in writing “Kentucky Derby,” it is safe to assume that Thompson’s need for Acosta 
was limited to that of a foil for his antics, further grist for the mill as it were. 
Nonetheless, Acosta is interesting with respect to Thompson beyond his role as his Las 
Vegas adjutant and Salazar informer in that there are parallels in their work. In both of his 
autobiographical novels, Acosta resorts to an admixture of fact and fiction, takes a distinctly 
subjective stance with respect to his rendition of real events, and places his own experiences 
squarely at the center of his narrative. And as is the case with Thompson, there is a distinct 
sensation that the author is leading the reader through an experience more than trying to 
elucidate any particular issue. Like Thompson, he appears, after a similarly fruitless apprenticeship 
in fiction, to have found his niche in the confabulatory subjective twilight zone of new journalistic 
“fact.” The fact that the work has a distinctly derivative ring and post-dates Thompson’s work 
makes it irrelevant in the study of Thompson’s development of Gonzo as a genre, but it does 
make it interesting in studying Gonzo as a marketable product and a literary-innovative solution 
to profound shifts in the marketplace of literature and journalism. Acosta did see it as a solution 
to his languishing literary career, and it did pay off to use it as a style, even as an imitator. The 
previously little-published Acosta brought two books on the market in quick succession, books 
that remain in print to this day. 
In composing both Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan,” 
Thompson had little need for Acosta the writer; he needed Acosta the man. Acosta, like 
Thompson, was a volatile personality, subject to mood swings, and a known user and abuser 
of narcotics:30
 “Don’t fuck around!” he shouted. “One more hour in this place and I’ll kill somebody!”
 I could see he was on the edge. That fearful intensity that comes at the peak of a mescaline 
seizure. “OK,” I said. “I’ll lend you some money. Let’s go outside and see how much we 
have left.” 
      “Can we make it?” he said. 
      “Well … that depends on how many people we fuck with between here and the door. 
You want to leave quietly?”
  “I want to leave fast,” he said.
  “OK. Let’s pay this bill and get up very slowly. We’re both out of our heads. This is 
going to be a long walk.” I shouted at the waitress for a bill. She came over, looking bored, 
and my attorney stood up. 
  “Do they pay you to screw that bear?” he asked her.31
    
30 See also Acosta’s autobiographical works: The Autobiography of a Brown Buffalo (New York: Vintage Books, 1989), 
originally published by Straight Arrow Publications in 1972; and The Revolt of the Cockroach People (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1989), originally published by Straight Arrow Publications in 1973. Finally, see Thompson’s “The Banshee Screams 
for Buffalo Meat,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 495-515. Acosta disappeared in Mexico in 1974.  
31 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 48. 
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As a lawyer with numerous ties to the Chicano political network in East L.A., Acosta was, 
volcanic and unpredictable personality and all, Thompson’s key to gaining the access required 
to properly cover the Salazar story. This proved to be an explosive and productive combination 
in their sojourn to Las Vegas. 
The Salazar case was proving to be a seminal event in the history of L.A.’s Chicano 
community. Ruben Salazar had been a prominent journalist before his death and had worked 
as a foreign correspondent for the Los Angeles Times before returning to L.A. to divide his 
time between writing commentary for the Times and working as a news director for KMEX-
TV, a local Spanish-language television station in East Los Angeles. He was killed by a tear 
gas canister shot by Los Angeles County sheriff’s deputies following the Chicano Moratorium 
March, an antiwar protest in East Los Angeles, on August 29, 1970. The Los Angeles County 
coroner’s office later ruled the death a homicide but no officers were prosecuted, leading to 
accusations of a cover-up.32 Salazar’s death was proving to be one of those singular moments 
of the antiwar movement in the United States; the fissures present in the L.A. political landscape 
were widened by his demise and the efforts of various Hispanic-American political organizations 
to gain greater influence for their constituencies were thrown into bold relief. As Thompson 
points out in “Strange Rumblings from Aztlan,” the resulting article on Salazar, there were 
even significant differences between the various groups within the Chicano community, with 
the younger cohort pushing for more radical action than the gradualist older generation.  The 
story, with its complex socio-political material, was continuing to prove to be a challenging one 
to put together. This was in no small part owing to the distrust Thompson had encountered as 
a non-Hispanic trying to cover a story that was considered highly controversial in the Hispanic 
community. As Thompson states in “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan,” Salazar had taken KMEX 
and turned it into a political voice for the Hispanic community in East L.A. and had incurred 
the wrath of local police authorities by his dogged pursuit of allegations of police brutality and 
his willingness to publicly question the veracity of police statements made to the public.33 His 
death at the hands of the same said police had increased the level of tension present in the 
Hispanic community considerably and there was little willingness among the inhabitants to 
share their story with a non-Chicano reporter. It also did not help Thompson’s cause that even as 
he was rewriting his article new facts were being brought to light in Los Angeles, necessitating 
further changes. Given the nature of the article - it was essentially an investigative piece on the 
death of a prominent L.A. journalist under suspicious circumstances - Thompson was required 
to do more investigative legwork than had been required for “Kentucky Derby,” which was 
experiential in nature, “Nixon Doll,” which was  political commentary, or “Killy,” which was 
primarily a story about getting the story.
Acosta, a trial lawyer with numerous affiliations and acquaintances within the Chicano 
32 For more complete coverage of Ruben Salazar’s death, see Stavans, Bandido, 97; Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange 
and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 153-154; and Thompson, “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan,” in The Great Shark 
Hunt, 122.
33 “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan,” in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 235. 
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activist community, was a valuable source of information to Thompson, but Acosta’s hectic 
lifestyle and the animosity Thompson was encountering in the Los Angeles Hispanic community 
had made it difficult for Thompson to initially get the answers he needed for the article, even 
from Acosta. Acosta, a former Baptist missionary who had become an attorney, was involved 
in a number of high-profile cases in the Chicano community and had gained a reputation for 
elaborate courtroom tactics.34 As such, his life had become harried to the point of chaos.35 
Acosta had also made it clear to Thompson that associating with him was proving to be 
detrimental to Acosta’s own standing in the community. He was willing to work with Thompson 
on neutral ground where they would not be disturbed or observed.
Once in Las Vegas, however, Thompson was clearly ready to take on a bigger subject in 
the Gonzo vein in addition to facing the challenges of a more straightforward piece such as 
“Aztlan,” and he widened his focus on the Sports Illustrated story considerably to include not 
just the Mint 400 race but the city of Las Vegas itself and all that it stood for in Thompson’s 
vision of the direction the United States was taking in the early 1970s:
 The Circus-Circus is what the whole hep world would be doing on Saturday night if the 
Nazis had won the war…so you’re down on the main floor playing blackjack, and the 
stakes are getting high when suddenly you chance to look up, and there, right smack 
above your head is a half-naked fourteen-year-old girl being chased through the air by 
a snarling wolverine…Jesus Christ, I could see myself lying in bed in the Mint Hotel, half 
asleep and staring idly out the window, when suddenly a vicious nazi drunkard appears 
two hundred feet tall in the midnight sky, screaming gibberish at the world: Woodstock 
über Alles!36
   
And once in Las Vegas, it became clear that neither the Mint 400 article nor his work with 
Acosta on the Salazar piece was going to be completed in the fashion that Thompson had 
envisioned. Las Vegas was a more interesting story than the race:
 By noon, it was hard to see the pit area from the bar/casino, one hundred feet away in the 
blazing sun. The idea of trying to “cover this race” in any conventional press-sense was 
absurd: It was like trying to keep track of a swimming meet in an Olympic-sized pool filled 
with talcum powder instead of water.
 […]
 It was time, I felt, for an Agonizing Reappraisal of the whole scene. The race was definitely 
underway. I had witnessed the start; I was sure of that much. But what now? Rent a 
helicopter? 
34 In the case of the Biltmore Six, charged with trying to burn down the Biltmore Hotel while Governor Ronald Reagan 
was delivering a speech there, he subpoenaed the entire bench of judges in the Los Angeles Superior Court system in 
an attempt to prove the entire Grand Jury selection system was faulty. See “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan,” in Fear and 
Loathing in Las Vegas, 224. 
35 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 156-157.
36 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 46-47.
164
 […]
 It was time, I felt, to get grounded – to ponder this rotten assignment and how to cope 
with it.37 
And Acosta was proving to be more appealing as a literary character than a news source:
 And at that point I figured he was beyond help – lying there in the tub with a head full 
of acid and the sharpest knife I’ve ever seen, totally incapable of reason, demanding the 
White Rabbit. This is it, I thought. I’ve gone as far as I can with this waterhead. This time 
it’s a suicide trip. This time he wants it.38
If Acosta’s presence was not vital to Thompson’s literary development, it can safely be 
assumed to have had a catalytic effect on Thompson, goading him on to greater outrages.39 
The Mint 400 quickly receded into the background as Thompson and Acosta wallowed in the 
surreal circus they found Las Vegas to be and Thompson’s tale ballooned from a 250-word squib 
on the race into a 75,000-word saga on the Death of the American Dream: a debunking not 
just of an American icon but also of America itself, an America that had somehow lost its way: 
 San Francisco in the middle sixties was a very special time and place to be a part of. Maybe 
it meant something [...] You could strike sparks anywhere. There was a fantastic universal 
sense that whatever we were doing was right, that we were winning ... And that I think 
was the handle – that sense of inevitable victory over the forces of Old and Evil. Not in any 
mean or military sense; we didn’t need that. Our energy would simply prevail. There was 
no point in fighting – on our side or theirs. We all had the momentum; we were riding the 
crest of a high and beautiful wave. ...
 So now, less than five years later, you can go up on a steep hill in Las Vegas and look West, 
and with the right kind of eyes you can almost see the high-water mark – that place where 
the wave finally broke and rolled back.40
3.1.5 Assumed Identities: Alter Egos to Reflect and Explain the Times
In Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, Thompson assumes the identity of Raoul Duke, an alter ego 
that is everything excessive about Thompson’s persona and, in turn, is emblematic of the Sixties 
Generation in extremis:41
37 Ibid., 38-40.
38 Ibid., 59. 
39 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 158. 
40 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 66-68.
41 See Letter to Jim Silberman, February 11, 1969 in Fear and Loathing in America, 160-162 on the creation of Raoul Duke 
as a writerly alter ego and also Letter to Jim Silberman, March 17, 1969 for Thompson’s proposal to use a fictional alter ego 
to tie together the story in his book on “the death of the American Dream.” 
Though Thompson initially claimed the term “fear and loathing” was derived from Kierkegaard’s “fear and trembling,” he 
later admitted it was from Thomas Wolfe’s The Web and the Rock. See Douglas Brinkley in Wenner and Seymour, 128-129. 
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 We were somewhere around Barstow on the edge of the desert when the drugs began 
to take hold. I remember saying something like “I feel like you should drive…” And then 
suddenly there was a terrible roar all around us and the sky was full of what looked like 
huge bats, all swooping and screeching and diving around the car, which was going about 
a hundred miles an hour with the top down to Las Vegas. And a voice was screaming: 
“Holy Jesus! What are these goddamn animals?”42
There is a palpable sense of decadence in the book, but here the decadence is not just being 
perpetrated by the whiskey-soaked gentry of the Establishment but also by the generation that 
had consciously revolted against it. Stripped of the hope of the early sixties and the passion of 
the antiwar movement, the veterans of the Age of Aquarius find themselves sliding into the Me 
Generation of the 1970s with drugs and rock music but little direction:
  On the outskirts of Vegas I stopped at a neighborhood pharmacy and bought two 
quarts of Gold Tequila, two fifths of Chivas Regal and a pint of ether. I was tempted to ask 
for some amyls. My angina pectoris was starting to act up. But the druggist had the eyes 
of a mean Baptist hysteric. I told him I needed the ether to get the tape off my legs, but by 
that time he’d already rung the stuff up and bagged it. He didn’t give a fuck about ether.
   I wondered what he would say if I asked him for $22 worth of Romilar and a tank of 
nitrous oxide. Probably he would have sold it to me. Why not? Free enterprise…Give the 
public what it needs. 43 
 
Similarly, Acosta was transformed from an identifiable lawyer in the Hispanic community 
into a nameless “Samoan Attorney” for Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas.44 As an attorney, he is 
a perverse parody of the practitioner of criminal law in America. Much of his legal advice in the 
book appears aimed at getting Thompson into trouble instead of out of it. Additionally, Acosta’s 
professional connections include drug dealers who supply him with narcotics;45consequently, he 
is nervous about being seen at the District Attorney’s convention because he believes it will look 
to his circle of acquaintances and clients like he has become a government informer.46 
42 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Other American Stories, 3. 
43 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 101.
44 In Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, Acosta is sometimes also referred to as “Dr. Gonzo.” Acosta expressed a good deal 
of discontent with this erasure of his identity, claiming that Thompson was trying to write him out of the tale in order to 
minimize his role in the creation of Vegas. Thompson contended he did it to protect his friend’s reputation as a lawyer. See 
William McKeen, Outlaw Journalist: The Life and Times of Hunter S. Thompson (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 
2008), 176; and Whitmer, 183.
45 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 130-132.
46 Ibid., 141.    
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3.1.6  Finish Lines: Completing Vegas and “Aztlan”
Sports Illustrated turned down Thompson’s work on the Mint 400, but Rolling Stone published 
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas in its entirety as a two-part series in the November 11 and 25 
issues of 1971.47 The book was subsequently released in complete form by Random House in 
December of 1971.48 Thompson called Fear and Loathing his masterwork in Gonzo; yet, he felt he 
had betrayed the basic principle of Gonzo writing.49 Having established the principles of Gonzo 
in “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved,” Thompson refined the form’s agenda by 
stating that Gonzo is a “style of reporting based on William Faulkner’s idea that the best fiction 
is far more true than any kind of journalism…My idea was to buy a fat notebook and record the 
whole thing, as it happened, then send in the notebook for publication – without editing.”50 
In essence, Thompson saw the Gonzo process as being analogous to photography in that the 
“eye and the mind of the journalist would be functioning as a camera.”51 “Kentucky Derby” 
set the structural parameters discussed in Part II: authorial subjectivity, a focus on experience, 
writer participation, and the exposure of structure; here, Thompson laid down ground rules 
for the process of writing a Gonzo feature. There are, however, points at which his Gonzo 
manifesto, which he sent to his publisher as book jacket material  for Las Vegas and which was 
later published as “Jacket Copy,” did lead to tension with the format as set down in “Kentucky 
Derby.” Thompson did not deny the need for selectivity and the unavoidability of interpretation 
but felt that in true Gonzo, the words, once they were written, became part of the permanent 
record of the event in the same manner that photographs by Cartier-Bresson were purported to 
be the full frame negative.52 Gonzo requires a license to fictionalize, which is hard to achieve if 
the writer is forced to commit to such a permanent record written in this spontaneous fashion. 
47 Thompson’s final version of the Mint 400 coverage was ten times the word limit he had been given by Sports Illustrated. 
Rolling Stone picked up the story after contracting him to return and cover the National District Attorneys Convention on 
Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs which took place in Las Vegas shortly after the Mint 400 race. Thompson’s original contract 
called for 250-500 words. He submitted well over 2000 words to Sports Illustrated. See Paul Perry, Fear and Loathing: The 
Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson (London: Plexus, 1992), 158. William McKeen points out that Thompson 
had already written substantially more by this time (approx. 25000 words). See William McKeen, Outlaw Journalist: The Life 
and Times of Hunter S. Thompson (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2008), 164. 
48 Like Thompson’s first book, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas was released at year’s end. This has led to Hell’s Angels 
being given both 1966 and 1967 as the year of publication, and Vegas being designated as a 1971 and 1972 publication, 
depending on the source. Hell’s Angels was copyrighted in 1966, but not released until 1967. FLLV was copyrighted, 
published, and released for review in 1971, but did not receive widespread dissemination until 1972. The book version of 
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas is almost identical to the Rolling Stone series. The only change made was the omission of 
a single paragraph at the end of Part Two, Chapter 2 (see Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 108): “What indeed? The desk 
clerk grinned. And the cop crowd eyed me nervously. They had just been blown off the track by a style of freak they’d 
never seen before. I left them there to ponder it, fuming and bitching at the gates of some castle they would never enter.” 
As pointed out in Anita Thompson, The Gonzo Way: A Celebration of Hunter S. Thompson (Golden, Colorado: Fulcrum 
Publishing, 2007), 17.    
49 “Jacket Copy for Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas,” in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Other American Stories, 208-
209.
50 Ibid., 208.
51 Ibid., 208.
52 Ibid., 208.
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In “Jacket Copy,” Thompson set out a manifesto of feature writing that by its very nature was 
visceral and response-driven, thus precluding the very type of editorializing that often provides 
the scenes with greater impact and significance in his work. By excluding the opportunity to 
edit the feature into a polished final form, the writer is also blocked from providing the reader 
with a narrative structure that could be necessary to understanding the sequence of events and 
the relative significance of characters. The paradox, here, is that Thompson preached a need 
to divorce journalism from objectivity in order to provide readers with greater insight — the 
truth being greater than the sum of the facts –— but then strove to create a type of journalism 
that demanded ruthless objectivity, the objectivity of unaltered photography. The solution to 
this paradox was to make the details of the coverage of the story as explicit as possible while 
providing a narrative structure to the story that would provide maximum comprehensibility. In 
essence, the point was to make clear that even a detailed photo was only as real an interpretation 
of what was being photographed as the camera would allow; by extension, a story could only 
properly be understood with a proper knowledge of the nature of the journalist covering it.
Gonzo, if practiced by these rules, required deep immersion by the journalist in whatever 
material he or she was covering; a word photograph as advocated by Thompson required 
involvement in the story to a far greater degree than was generally true in the early 1970s.53 In 
truth, Gonzo practiced within the boundaries of the “Jacket Copy” dictate would necessarily 
be more about the writer than the event. While a revolutionary reversal of the standard 
journalistic paradigm of objective coverage and a more-or-less-depersonalized reporter, 
Thompson’s philosophy and approach were not altogether surprising in a context of increasing 
specialization of periodical publication and a greater degree of knowledge and affluence on 
the part of periodical readerships. If greater access to higher education can be assumed to 
have created a wider range of interests among the subscribing populace, television to have 
provided a fulfillment of the audience need for immediacy, and the postwar economic boom to 
have provided consumers with the means to seek out increasingly differentiated experiences, 
then it stands to reason that what readers would seek in periodicals would no longer be 
simply factual or even editorial coverage of newsworthy events but coverage that played to 
their increased knowledge, provided the background knowledge required to more profoundly 
understand topical events as they played out on their television screens, and an experiential 
perspective that stimulated their need to consume in a specific direction. In other words, 
journalists were no longer to simply be recorders of events, dispassionate collectors of data, 
but involved idiosyncratic interpreters of events who served as the reader’s proxy in garnering 
53 A major exception to this rule was and remains war correspondence. Frontline correspondents are by necessity fairly 
deeply immersed in their material. Hemingway went so far as to take part in combat and was recommended for a 
Distinguished Service Cross, eventually winning a Bronze Star for bravery as an “Army Irregular:” see Denis Brian, The True 
Gen (New York: Grove Press, 1988), 168. Later Michael Herr reported on Vietnam by attaching himself to specific units 
as a frontline journalist, as reported in Dispatches (1978). This trend towards immersion took on a new dimension in the 
Iraq War where “embedded journalists” were sent out with units to experience and report on the war through the eyes of 
frontline soldiers. Conspicuous among this group is Mark Boam, whose fictionalized screenplay based on his experiences 
with an Explosive Ordnance Detonation team became the lauded film The Hurt Locker (2009).  
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insights and experiences. A logical extension of this role is that the journalist also becomes, like 
his readership, a conspicuous but conscious consumer. In Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, this 
consumption is taken to almost anarchic extremes:
 But, first – back to the Mint Hotel and cash a $50 check, then up to the room and call 
down for two club sandwiches, two quarts of milk, a pot of coffee and a fifth of Bacardi 
Anejo.
 Rum will be absolutely necessary to get through this night – to polish these notes, this 
shameful diary … keep the tape machine screaming all night at top volume: “Allow me to 
introduce myself … I’m a man of wealth and taste.”54
In other words, readers now looked to periodicals for both depth in coverage and vicarious 
experience as a means of gaining greater insight but also as a means of making recreational 
and lifestyle choices: Thompson provided his own unique interpretation of acquiescing to this 
need on the part of readers. He became a seemingly reckless engine of consumption, even as 
he commented on the corruption resulting from said consumer society.55 
In this light, publishers of periodicals were wont to accept the latter type of commentary 
on consumption in feature articles for its appeal to the intellectual powers of readers, while 
welcoming the former form of  manic consumption as it provided them with a powerful tool for 
the focused marketing of advertising space, as did the specialization of periodicals in itself, and 
to use Thompson’s conspicuous consumption as a means of selection of those topics likely to 
guarantee higher rates of circulation. Thompson was able to negotiate the tightrope of audience 
sophistication, on the one hand, and the need on the part of periodicals to strategically position 
themselves in the mediated market of advertising space sales, on the other, by packaging his 
critical barbs in a carnival of consumerist behavior that even included specific name brands and 
model types:
I bought a beer and watched the bikes checking in. 405 Husquavarnas, high-tuned 
Swedish fireballs … also many Yamahas, Kawasakis, a few 500 Triumphs, Maicos, here 
& there a CZ, a Pursang … all very fast super-light dirt bikes. No Hogs in this league, not 
even a Sportster … that would be like entering our Great Red Shark in the dune buggy 
competition.
Maybe I should do that, I thought. Sign my attorney up as the driver, then send him out to 
the starting line with a head full of ether and acid. How would they handle it? 
Nobody would dare go out on the track with a person that crazy. He would roll on the first 
turn, and take out four or five dune buggies – a kamikaze trip.
“What’s the entry fee?” I asked the desk-man.
“Two fifty,” he said.
54 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 71-72.
55 The academic and critic Louis Menand has claimed that Thompson’s only merit is that he is so acutely able to connect to 
the need for vicarious visceral enjoyment and has posited that Thompson’s readership in the 1970s consisted primarily of 
young men who had missed out on the sixties but yearned to somehow connect with that era. See Louis Menand, “Life in 
the Stone Age,” in American Studies: Essays (New York: Strauss, Farrar and Giroux, 2002). 
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“What if I told you I had a Vincent Black Shadow?”56  
Where general interest magazines may have suffered at the hands of mass television 
coverage of events, more specialized periodicals willing to undertake feature journalism could 
prosper by it. And where mass circulation magazines may have been slow to respond to the 
profound demographic changes that had taken place in the United States since the Second 
World War, newer leaner publications would be able to respond to the needs of this more 
affluent and better-educated population. The question of finding the right publication formula 
was not answered overnight, nor was the response on the part of the practicing writers 
attained instantaneously; thus the entire period in which New Journalism in general, and Gonzo 
journalism in particular, evolved is marked by the seeming unpredictability on the part of the 
periodicals as to what they would accept and the consistent experimentation on the part of the 
journalists themselves. 
Where author participation and meta-journalism were established as tools of the Gonzo 
trade in “The Temptations of Jean-Claude Killy” and “Kentucky Derby,” they were not the 
overriding characteristics but two of several tactics being used to tell the “story” of Killy and 
the Derby, respectively. It is, therefore, not surprising that Thompson felt Fear and Loathing 
in Las Vegas was a failed experiment in Gonzo, given that the standard he applied to it a 
fortiori contained elements which were contrary to the format that he had established in “The 
Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved.” The “Jacket Copy” standard did, nonetheless, have 
an effect. In later works, such as  The Curse of Lono and Better than Sex, Thompson pushed the 
boundaries further in the direction of seemingly spontaneous writing and an apparent lack of 
conscious structure. While these works were subject to editing, there is a calculated sloppiness 
to it. The reader is left with the sensation that the writer was under a great deal of pressure to 
finish the work at hand as quickly as possible in order to provide as direct a translation of the 
events as is humanly possible. In his political coverage, Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign 
Trail ’72 (the 1972 presidential election) and Better than Sex (the 1992 elections), the frenetic 
nature of the editing serves the further purpose of providing readers with a taste of the harried 
atmosphere prevalent on the campaign trail.
In “Jacket Copy,” Thompson, strikingly, goes out of his way to distance Gonzo from other 
forms of New Journalism, specifically by claiming that Tom Wolfe’s writing is merely flirting with 
truly revolutionary journalism:
 Wolfe’s problem is that he is too crusty to participate in his stories. The people he feels 
comfortable with are as dull as stale dogshit, and the people who seem to fascinate him as 
a writer are so weird that they make him nervous. The only thing new and unusual about 
Wolfe’s journalism is that he’s an abnormally good reporter; he has a fine sense of echo 
and at least a peripheral understanding of what John Keats was talking about when he 
56 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 32-33.
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said that thing about Truth & Beauty.57
Here, it can be seen that Thompson is very conscious of his position in the literary community and 
wishes to stake out a terrain as a unique “brand:” his work is New Journalism, but is different 
from the others. It is in terms of the status laden word “revolutionary” more so than the rest. 
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, for all its abrupt stops and seeming lack of plot or storyline, 
was meticulously edited.58 Like the Beat writers before him, Thompson was caught between the 
siren’s song of spontaneity and the ambition to create a lasting literary statement that required 
more calculation.59 And like the Beats, Thompson resorted to a pose of spontaneity to achieve 
the proper effect while working the events into a coherent narrative structure after the fact.60 
In this respect, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Jack Kerouac’s On the Road (1957) have a 
similar creative genesis. As R.J. Ellis points out, Kerouac was led 
 …increasingly to value what he termed ‘spontaneity.’ The term is actually misleading. It 
has little in common, for example, with Surrealist automatic writing (as defined by André 
Breton). The endeavour is not to unleash the unconscious, but rather ‘never [to] defray 
impressions’(‘Essentials’) in a process akin to jazz improvisation. In order that this directness 
can be achieved, Kerouac insists on writing without revision (typing from memory as of 
taping from life) and, like a jazz-musician, Kerouac recognized that to achieve this sort 
of improvisation, continual practice was necessary, until the rapid composition he sought 
could uninhibitedly flow from memory…61 
Kerouac drew on the sensibilities of improvisational jazz to arrive at a format of writing that he 
felt could properly communicate the truth as it emerged in narcotics-suffused conversation and 
from the deconstruction of voice as a sociological and literary construct.62 
There are interesting parallels in the careers of Kerouac and Thompson. Both started as 
sports writers, Kerouac writing for the Lowell Sun in the early 1940s, and both wrote early 
57 “Jacket Copy,” in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 211.
58 Whitmer, 184. See also, “Jacket Copy,” in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 208, and 210-211and Wenner and Seymour, 
133-134. See also Thompson’s memo to Wenner, in Wenner and Seymour, 134-136.
An example of the concessions made to editing is that Thompson and Acosta did not attend the Mint 400 and the District 
Attorney’s Convention in the neat and consecutive fashion Thompson describes in the book, nor was the decision to cover 
the second story a spur-of-the-moment affair, as depicted in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. See Wenner and Seymour, 
Gonzo, 134 on the timing of the D.A. convention coverage. With respect to the decision to cover the D.A. convention 
in Las Vegas, see Wenner and Seymour, 129: as Joe Edwards states “After Hunter’s run for sheriff, he joined some law 
enforcement organizations and started getting all sorts of literature sent to him. One was this thing about a district 
attorney’s convention about drug enforcement that was going to be held in Las Vegas. Hunter thought, ‘What a great 
outrageous thing to do – to get stoned as hell and go to that convention,’ and that’s what he did.”  
59 William McKeen, Hunter S. Thompson. (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1991), 88-90; Mark Vitullo, “Hunter S. Thompson,” 
Lexicon of Post-war Literatures in English, 54, June 2003, 16-17.
60 Letter to Jim Silberman, March 9, 1971. Fear and Loathing in America, 381-385.
61 R.J Ellis, “Jack Kerouac,” Lexicon of Post-war Literatures in English 23, March 1994, 10. 
62 Ibid., 8. Kerouac, like Thompson in “Jacket Copy,” attempted to formalize his views on writing: he published two essays 
on the subject, “Essentials of Spontaneous Prose,” The Black Mountain Review, Autumn 1957, 226-228 and “Belief and 
Technique for Modern Prose” in Evergreen Review 2:8, Spring 1959, 73. 
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autobiographical novels that took decades to make it to print. Where Thompson’s The Rum 
Diary was his hound of heaven, Kerouac’s Vanity of Duluoz (1968) did not appear until late 
in his career.63 Given the intensity with which both Kerouac and Thompson sought to capture 
the “truth” in their writing by bending the format to meet their needs, Kerouac in the novel 
and Thompson in non-fictional features, the different results they arrived at are noteworthy. 
Likewise, given their positions in America’s literary timeline — Kerouac’s active period was from 
the late 1940s through the 1960s and Thompson’s from the late 1950s through the 1990s — 
they are worthy of comparison in the light of the developments that took place in the United 
States in the postwar years. Kerouac, in an America that had not yet been comprehensively 
exposed to television, turned to jazz, a native musical form that was then still in the process 
of moving from the fringes of the culture to the mainstream, and to the painterly concept 
of sketching for inspiration and still relied on fiction, in particular the novel, as a format of 
expression.64 He was particularly focused on the individual as a source of truth; conversation 
and discourse are primary preoccupations in Kerouac’s work, and the position of the individual 
as a product of both inner nature and social construct plays an important role in his work. 
Defining the archetypical individual by stripping away the hypocrisies and false standards by 
which individuals live is the path to truth.65 
Thompson, less than a generation later, resolved the issue of truth by attacking the 
prevalent media and the manner in which they shape societal opinions and help to mold and 
reinforce those constructs already in place by projecting an incomplete or false image of reality. 
He used author participation, subjective commentary, fictionalization, and, in later efforts, 
collage techniques and the use of (pseudo-) news reports to unearth the truth being obfuscated 
by the popular media. Hell’s Angels dismantles the image-making in the press and cinema 
surrounding the Bay Area motorcycle clubs and in doing so indicts the media for their hysteria 
and the unnecessary frenzy they triggered among the populace. By “joining” the Angels and 
getting a first-hand view, he is able to take the established media to task for their sloppy 
coverage, and his descriptions on a more visceral level of what it is like in the world of the 
Angels provides readers with a perspective on the motorcycle clubs not previously given. In “The 
63 Ibid., 2. Granted, Vanity of Duluoz is based on work that commenced in 1942 but actually was work in progress a longer 
period in the author’s life than The Rum Diary was in Thompson’s. 
64 Ibid., 3 on Kerouac’s adaptation of sketching as “spontaneity.” Same source, 10 for adaptation of jazz to writing by 
Kerouac. Though Kerouac did not face a TV-inundated America, both he and Thompson saw themselves confronted with 
an American populace that was considerably more prosperous, educated, and technology-dependent than the prewar 
generation. 
65 Michael Hrebeniak, Action Writing: Jack Kerouac’s Wild Form (Carbondale: Southern University Press, 2006) 71-72, for 
discourse in Kerouac. See Omar Swartz, The View from On the Road: The Rhetorical Vision of Jack Kerouac (Carbondale: 
Southern University Press, 1999), 99-100, for tension between society and individual in determining societal modification. 
It is suggested that by focusing on marginalized individuals, Kerouac is seeking to make clear to what degree American 
society is corporatizing, and that this provides a visionary task for these marginalized individuals. See Thomas Newhouse, 
The Beat Generation and the Popular Novel in the United States, 1945-1970 (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland and 
Company, Inc., 2000), 163 on Kerouac and adherence to the way of the individual and the pathological archetype in On 
the Road.  See Jack Sergeant, Naked Lens (Berkeley: Soft Skull Press, 2008), 3, for Kerouac writing in order to ascertain the 
truth of the human experience.
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Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved,” Thompson uses his participation in and subjective 
take on the Derby to strip away the illusion of hallowed Southern tradition to reveal the race to 
be a debauchery devoid of context and intimacy: in a televised global village, the best way to 
follow the race is on television, but on television, nothing is visible of the true nature of the race.
Both authors, Thompson and Kerouac, were concerned with the difference between 
what was assumed to be fact and what could be perceived to be the truth; in different media 
environments they found different solutions to delineating this truth: Kerouac turned inward 
to analyze the individual consciousness relative to that of other individuals, whereas Thompson 
tried to create a greater awareness of the idiosyncrasies of individual consciousness and 
psychological make-up in determining how stories are shaped, and thus how truth is achieved 
and disseminated.  
In Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, he goes a step further by using the city itself to serve as 
an illustration of the lack of authenticity prevalent in American culture as it becomes increasingly 
disconnected as a society, even as it becomes ever more homogenized and commoditized as a 
culture. The absurdity of fake press releases and apocryphal stories only serves to heighten the 
effect of those tales that can reliably be said to be true. In the end, it all rings true, even the 
sections that are made up. The following appears to be obvious fabrication:
 (AOP) – Aboard the U.S.S. Crazy Horse: Somewhere in the Pacific (September 25) – The 
entire 3465-man crew of this newest American aircraft carrier is in violent mourning today, 
after five crewman including the Captain were diced up like pineapple meat in a brawl 
with the Heroin Police at the neutral port of Hong See. Dr. Bloor, the ship’s chaplain, 
presided over tense funeral services at dawn on the flight deck. The 4th Fleet Service Choir 
sang “Tom Thumb’s Blues” … and then, while the ship’s bells tolled frantically, the remains 
of the five were set afire and hurled into the Pacific by a hooded officer known only as the 
Commander.66
It is, however, not far from this verifiable but equally absurd news item: 
 Volunteer witnesses told an informal congressional panel yesterday that while serving as 
military interrogators they routinely used electrical telephone hookups and helicopters 
to torture and kill Vietnamese prisoners. One Army intelligence specialist said the pistol 
slaying of his Chinese interpreter was defended by a superior who said, “She was just a 
slope, anyway,” meaning she was an Asiatic…67
66 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 200. 
67 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 73. In this section, Thompson provides an overview of the main stories in that morning’s 
Las Vegas Sun. Other stories discussed are a gruesome drug death and a report by a House of Representatives subcommittee 
on narcotics abuse in the military that claimed illegal narcotics had killed 160 soldiers in the past year. As a counterpoint, 
Thompson singles out a report on Muhammad Ali’s appeal before the Supreme Court regarding his refusal to serve in 
Vietnam. 
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However, the greatest fabrication, or at the very least glaring omission, in Fear and Loathing 
in Las Vegas is the lack of evidence in the book that Thompson and Acosta got anything done 
on “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan.” The reason Thompson took Acosta to Las Vegas in the first 
place was to get out of L.A. so they could discuss the Salazar case in peace. In truth, however, 
it is obvious that references to Salazar would have been too invasive in this Gonzo work: the 
journalistic nature of the Salazar story was so far removed from what Thompson was doing 
in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas that it would have served as too jarring a counterpoint to 
Thompson’s exegesis on Las Vegas as a symbol of where the 1960s had left America and the 
degree to which this was being obscured by the so-called objective media. 
3.1.6.1 The Definitive “Aztlan”
In its final form, the Salazar article became a well-wrought expository piece on both the specifics 
of the Salazar case and the swiftly changing social and political landscape of East Los Angeles 
in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Thompson meticulously traces the path that led Salazar to 
be in the Silver Dollar Café even as police were trying to quell disturbances arising from the 
Chicano Moratorium Protest March.68 There is a sense of tragic inevitability to Salazar’s death 
by tear gas grenade; it is clear in the story that there is very little understanding between the 
local law enforcement authorities and the local populace. In Thompson’s portrayal of events, 
while generally even-handed, there is a feeling that the police are more than likely to act first 
and then ask questions.69 On the other hand, by dint of Thompson’s background coverage of 
the often violent political activism taking place in East L.A. at that time by such groups as Los 
Batos Locos,70 it is not entirely surprising that something of a siege mentally gripped the Sheriff’s 
office.71 
Thompson resorted to more conventional means to tell the story of Salazar and the Chicano 
uprising in East Los Angeles, but this does not mean the article is by any means traditional. First 
of all, while the focus of the article is on the Salazar case and the major political groups in the 
region, the protagonist of the story is his friend Acosta:
 Oscar didn’t hang around long. He washed dishes for a while, did a bit of construction 
work, bent the County Judge out of shape a few times, then took off for Mexico to “get 
68 Ibid., 234-237.
69 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 236-239.
70 As Thompson points out, organizing the Batos Locos (trans. Crazy Guys or Street Crazies) was difficult as they distrusted 
all politicians, including Chicano politicians. See Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 231. 
71 Historically, Los Angeles has been one of America’s more under-policed cities. In the 1980s, the LAPD had 8000 
officers while Chicago, a city with a comparable population had 13000 police officers. This has led L.A. law enforcement 
organizations to use methods of policing considered exceptional or unorthodox in other communities: Los Angeles is one 
of the few American cities with comprehensive air police patrolling. This situation cannot be considered conducive to good 
police and community relations. 
Thompson compares being a sheriff’s deputy in L.A. to being a point man for the United States Army in Vietnam. See Fear 
and Loathing in Las Vegas, 233.   
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serious.” The next thing I heard, he was working for the public defender’s office in L.A. 
That was sometime around Christmas of 1968, which was not a good year for anybody – 
except Richard Nixon and perhaps Oscar Acosta.72
The story is given a personal dimension not generally seen in reports on national events; the 
reader is instructed that Oscar Acosta is a close friend and occasional antagonist,73 that it was 
Acosta who first drew the author’s attention to the story,74 and that Acosta has a vested interest 
in events being interpreted in a fashion favorable to the Chicano community and in line with his 
views on the power structure of East L.A. as he perceived it:
 Oscar’s contention throughout was that all Grand Juries are racist, since all Grand Juries 
have to be recommended by Superior Court Judges – who naturally tend to recommend 
people they know personally or professionally.75 
 The Salazar case had a very special hook in it: Not that he was a Mexican or a Chicano, 
and not even Acosta’s angry insistence that the cops had killed him in cold blood and 
that nobody was going to do anything about it. These were all proper ingredients for an 
outrage, but from my own point of view the most ominous aspect of Oscar’s story was his 
charge that the police had deliberately gone out on the streets and killed a reporter who’d 
been giving them trouble.76  
It is thus made clear from the start that while the story is being covered with the intent to present 
all the facts, there is an a priori idea of the direction in which the facts are going to point, that 
is, that the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department is at the very least guilty of covering up an 
ill-advised use of force and, in the worst case scenario, is guilty of murdering one of its fiercest 
critics in the city. There is an advocacy mixed into the presentation of events which makes it 
impossible to view this article as being objective in the journalistic sense. However, this does 
make it possible to let his readers view the events through the eyes of the most relevant group 
in the story, the inhabitants of East Los Angeles. The conversations and testimonies recorded 
in “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan” gain greater resonance from the background of distrust of 
authority portrayed in the piece. The fact that the story is being told from the perspective of 
the writer, Thompson, and his connection to the community, Acosta, gives it an emotional 
impact that would have been absent in a more detached presentation. It should be pointed out, 
however, that Thompson consciously uses the subjectivity imparted in the story as a mechanism 
in service of the story. Though he shares the Chicano community’s healthy distrust of law 
enforcement authorities, and certainly their press releases, he does not overtly take sides. It is 
likely that it was his unwillingness to completely commit to the anti-police interpretation of the 
72 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 227.
73 Ibid.
74 Ibid., 228.
75 Ibid., 224.
76 Ibid., 228.
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events that exacerbated his difficulties in gaining access to sources in Los Angeles and further 
stimulated distrust of his motives for being there in the first place.
In “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan,” there is no Gonzo slant to the story in that it is not solely 
about the experience and authorial involvement is kept to a minimum. Similarly, there is little in 
the way of confabulation or provoked news; Thompson does not allow the story to spin off into 
the wild speculations and scenarios found in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, does not actively 
provoke people to act or react to his actions as is the case in Vegas and “Kentucky Derby,” nor 
does he obviously manipulate events with narrative considerations in mind. Nonetheless, the 
author is a presence and there is a clear use of fiction-compositional conventions in the piece:
 Morning comes hard to the Hotel Ashmun; this is not a place where the guests spring 
eagerly out of bed to greet the fresh new day. But on this particular morning, everybody 
in the place is awake at the crack of dawn: There is a terrible pounding and shrieking in 
the hallway, near room No. 267. Some junkie has ripped the doorknob off the communal 
bathroom, and now the others can’t get in – so they are trying to kick the door down.77
It is this that sets this article apart from the standard reporting of the times, even if it does 
relegate it to the more conservative end of the New Journalism continuum. 
Finally, while the story is laden with factual information about the Salazar case and Chicano 
activism in Los Angeles, the structure is not conducive to clarity. Thompson starts from a point 
at which much of the relevant action has already taken place — the protest march, the riot, 
Salazar’s death, and the inquest — and backtracks through the events while sketching the 
reaction in the media and the Los Angeles community. The result is that various dates and 
locations, such as the date of the Moratorium March, can only be inferred from the article and 
are not given directly. Here, a clear choice has been made in favor of story perspective and story 
structure to the detriment of the value of the article as news coverage.
Given its compositional history — Thompson completed “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan” 
while developing and writing Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas — it is interesting to note 
that “Aztlan” represents the opposite end of the American cultural continuum from Vegas. 
Researching “Aztlan” took Thompson to the gritty world of inner-city Los Angeles and into the 
realm of earnest political activism within a marginalized and often impoverished community. It 
is noteworthy that in escaping from the pressures of this feature, he wound up in Las Vegas, 
an affluent community devoted to pleasure, where he had gone to cover a story completely 
devoid of societal import. The “Aztlan” material led him to temporarily drop the Gonzo stance 
in favor of an approach more akin to that of his fellow (new) journalists and to focus fairly 
closely on the story at hand, whereas the Vegas experience led him to revel in the possibilities 
of the Gonzo experiment and abandon the Mint 400 story, at least to the degree that it was 
acceptable to a mainstream periodical like Sports Illustrated. Los Angeles had, however, proven 
77 Ibid., 217.
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to be detrimental to Thompson’s ability to complete “Aztlan.”78 In part, this was due to the 
amorphous nature of the story. As he put it, the whole story was simply too sprawling to fit 
easily in the rubric of an article.79 Las Vegas was to serve as a safe haven where not one but 
two very different publishable pieces could be completed, albeit the route taken was circuitous. 
In Part I of Fear and Loathing, the tasks at hand are lost sight of as Thompson and Acosta 
first abandon the Mint 400 and do not discuss the Salazar case, which was the reason Acosta 
had accompanied him. They proceed to cruise through Las Vegas soaking up the nightmare of 
an economy skewed to 24-hour entertainment and indulgence: 
 This madness goes on and on, but nobody seems to notice. The gambling action runs 
twenty-four hours a day on the main floor, and the circus never ends. Meanwhile, on 
all the upstairs balconies, the customers are being hustled by every conceivable kind of 
bizarre shuck. All kinds of funhouse-type booths. Shoot the pasties off the nipples of a 
ten-foot bull-dyke and win a cotton-candy goat. Stand in front of this fantastic machine, 
my friend, and for just 99c your likeness will appear, two hundred feet tall, on a screen 
above downtown Las Vegas. Ninety-nine cents more for a voice message. “Say whatever 
you want fella. They’ll hear you, don’t worry about that. Remember you’ll be two hundred 
feet tall.”80
Finally, the two men bottom out in their room at the Mint Hotel, trashing the room and running 
up a prohibitive tab on room service. By the end of Part I, Thompson sees no other alternative 
than to flee:
 Indeed. This is the moment of truth, that fine and fateful line between control and disaster 
– which is also the difference between staying loose and weird on the streets, or spending 
the next five years of summer mornings playing basketball in the yard at Carson City.81 
Thompson’s attempt to flee Las Vegas is abortive, however; in Part II, he returns to cover the 
National District Attorneys Conference on Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs, an event that proves 
as strange as anything he has experienced in the city up to that point:82
 The sight of a 344-pound police chief from Waco, Texas, necking openly with his 
290-pound wife (or whatever woman he had with him) when the lights were turned off 
for a Dope Film was just barely tolerable on mescaline – which is mainly a sensual/surface 
78 See Letter to Jann Wenner, February 8, 1971, Fear and Loathing in America, 359-360; Thompson states that given a 
choice, he would prefer reporting on Vietnam to reporting on the Chicano Uprising in L.A. 
79 Fear and Loathing in America, 359. 
80 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 46-47.
81 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 89.
82 This abortive attempt to flee is, in fact, patent fiction. Thompson returned to San Francisco to work on “Strange 
Rumblings in Aztlan” and only later was it decided that he would return to Las Vegas to cover the D.A. convention. See 
Letter to Lynn Nesbit, April 23, 1971, Fear and Loathing in America, 377. 
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drug that exaggerates reality, instead of altering it – but with a head full of acid, the sight 
of two fantastically obese human beings far gone in a public grope while a thousand 
cops all around them watched a movie about the “dangers of marijuana” would not be 
emotionally acceptable.83
Still, this does not stop Thompson from repeating the role he had assumed as agent provocateur 
in “Kentucky Derby” by helping Acosta to spin a yarn of even greater shock value than anything 
being stated in the conference sessions:
The Georgia man whacked his fist on the bar, “But we can’t just lock ourselves in the 
house and be prisoners!” he exclaimed. “We don’t even know who these people are! How 
do you recognize them?” 
 “You can’t,” my attorney replied. “The only way to do it is to take the bull by the horns 
– go to the mat with this scum!”
 “What do you mean by that?” he asked. 
 “You know what I mean,” said my attorney. “We’ve done it before, and we can damn 
well do it again.”
 “Cut their goddamn heads off,” I said. “Every one of them. That’s what we’re doing in 
California.”
“What?” 
 “Sure,” said my attorney. “It’s all on the Q.T., but everyone who matters is with us all the 
way down the line.”84
By the end of Part II, the experts at the D.A. Conference have been debunked; they are 
as clueless about the narcotics trade in America as the media and law enforcement officials in 
California were just a few years before with respect to the Hell’s Angels: 
 Dr. Bloomquist’s book is a compendium of state bullshit […] Bloomquist writes like 
somebody who once bearded Tim Leary in a campus cocktail lounge and paid for all the 
drinks. And it was probably somebody like Leary who told him with a straight face that 
sunglasses are known in the drug culture as “tea shades.”
 This is the kind of dangerous gibberish that used to be posted, in the form of mimeographed 
bulletins, in Police Department locker rooms.85
 It has been a lame fuckaround that was only – clear retrospect – a cheap excuse for a 
thousand cops to spend a few days in Las Vegas and lay the bill on the taxpayer. Nobody 
has learned anything – or at least nothing new. Except maybe me… and all I have learned 
was that the National District Attorneys’ Association is about ten years behind the grim 
truth and harsh kinetic realities of what they have only just recently learned to call “the 
Drug Culture” in this foul year of Our Lord, 1971.86 
83 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 143.
84 Ibid., 149.
85 Ibid., 139.
86 Ibid., 201.
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Thompson did have a claim to knowing the score; years of drug consumption and thus contact 
with the market thereof led him to conclude that the demand for drugs had shifted from 
uppers in the early Sixties to hallucinogens in the Johnson years and then, symbolically enough, 
downers in the Nixon era. As America careered off into the Seventies, Thompson is left standing 
in a Las Vegas airport with no illusions and few lofty aspirations: 
 I was just another fucked-up cleric with a bad heart. Shit, they’ll love me down at the 
Brown Palace. I took another big hit off the amyl, and by the time I got to the bar, my heart 
was full of joy. I felt like a monster reincarnation of Horatio Alger…a Man on the Move, 
and just sick enough to be confident.87 
 3.1.7  1971: Thompson Ascendant
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas: A Savage Journey to the Heart of the American Dream, initially 
published as a two-part feature in successive November issues of Rolling Stone,88 proved to be 
so successful that Random House published it in book form at the end of 1971. Thompson’s 
saga of America as seen through the prism of the ultimate facade city would be termed the 
“Best Book of the Dope Decade” by the New York Times.89
With his research completed, Thompson published “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan,” his 
article on the Salazar case, in Rolling Stone in mid-1971.90 Coming on the heels of “Kentucky 
Derby” and preceding Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas by several months, this piece was much 
less experimental in nature and showed that Thompson was still capable of producing well-
researched material as he had done in Hell’s Angels. “Aztlan,” written simultaneously with 
Fear and Loathing, was proof positive that Gonzo was not a desperate gimmick by a writer 
incapable of other forms of journalism, but an extension of style and method by a practitioner 
still very much in possession of his compositional powers. Thompson’s grasp in the article of 
the tensions at work in the Latino community at the time make it clear that his association with 
Acosta had given him valuable insights into both the issue at hand, Salazar’s alleged murder 
by police officers, and the underlying conflict between the Chicano population and the city 
establishment, as well as the friction between the various factions within the East L.A. political 
scene. Though Thompson complained that the story of Ruben Salazar’s killing had seemed too 
sprawling for a single article, it is the sense of sprawl that gives the article impact. There is an 
ominous sense in the piece that single events, such as Salazar’s death, and even individuals, like 
Oscar Acosta, are harbingers of something much greater down the road. If Thompson feared 
that the story lacked a necessary focus, it was because he initially appeared to focus on the 
87 Ibid., 204.
88 Rolling Stone, Issue 95, November 11, 1971 and Issue 96, November 25, 1971.
89 Crawford Woods, “Best Book of the Dope Decade,” The New York Times, July 23, 1972. For further critical reaction to 
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, see McKeen, Hunter S. Thompson, 108-109.
90 “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan” appeared in the April 29, 1971, issue of Rolling Stone.   
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effect of the killing on a community; his solution of running the communal reaction through 
the prism of Acosta was inspired in that it provided the tight focus required without losing the 
needed sweep of the story.
Acosta was, however, perhaps even more important as the catalyst for much of the action 
in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. His very presence seems to bring out the most outrageous 
side of Thompson’s character, but even more significantly, his writing. When Acosta reveals 
that he has a stoned young woman in his hotel room at the Mint, this goads Thompson’s 
imagination into overdrive as he speculates on the consequences:
 No, I was not ready for this. No jury would doubt her testimony, especially, when it came 
stuttering out through a fog of tears and obscene acid flashbacks. And the fact that she 
couldn’t recall precisely what we had done to her would make it impossible to deny. The 
jury would know what we’d done. They would have read about people like us in the $2.95 
paperbacks: Up to the Hilt and Only Skin Deep… and seen our type in the $5 fuck-flicks.
 And of course we couldn’t possibly risk taking the stand in our own defense – not after 
they’d cleaned out the trunk of the Whale: “And I’d like to point out, Your Honor, that our 
Prosecution Exhibits A through Y are available to the jury – yes, this incredible collection of 
illegal drugs and narcotics which the defendants had in their possession at the time of their 
arrests and forcible seizure by no less than nine officers, six of whom are still hospitalized 
… and also Exhibit Z, sworn testimony by three professional narcotics experts selected 
by the president of the National District Attorneys’ Conference – which was seriously 
embarrassed by the defendants’ attempts to infiltrate, disrupt and pervert their annual 
convention … these experts have testified that the drug cache in the possession of these 
defendants at the time of the arrests was enough to kill an entire platoon of United States 
Marines … and gentlemen, I use the word kill with all due respect for the fear and loathing 
I’m sure it provokes in every one of you when you reflect that these degenerate rapists 
used this galaxy of narcotics to completely destroy the mind and morals of this once-
innocent teenager, this ruined and degraded young girl who now sits before you in shame 
… yes, they fed this girl enough drugs to scramble her brains so horribly that she can no 
longer even recall the filthy details of that orgy she was forced to endure … and then they 
used her, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, for their own unspeakable ends!”91
It appears that the very presence of Ralph Steadman, a very different personality from 
Acosta, nonetheless had a similar effect on Thompson. Although Steadman was always 
portrayed as being dragged into Thompson’s schemes, on occasion he became more than a 
willing participant. After cutting a swath through the Derby scene with Steadman, who provoked 
several altercations with his impromptu drawings of bystanders, Thompson suggested they 
raid the ongoing America’s Cup race and paint FUCK THE POPE on the side of the Australian 
contender’s boat the Gretel Il.92 Steadman, who had unwisely shared some hallucinogenic drugs 
91 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 127. 
92 This was the 1970 America’s Cup race series between the American defender Intrepid and the Gretel II. The America’s 
Cup, while ostensibly a global contest, had become as much a set piece of sports in the U.S. as the Kentucky Derby as 
the defending champions have the privilege of organizing the race and U.S. teams reigned for 132 years before losing 
to Australia in 1983. See Boat International’s Guide to Valencia 2007 (Kingston upon Thames, Surrey: Boat International, 
2007).  
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with Thompson, joined him in this endeavor.93 In the end, the surprisingly high level of security 
surrounding the competing boats thwarted this mission.94 Still, Thompson was left with enough 
material for what could have been a vicious portrait of his unnerved English sidekick had their 
“research” led to a viable article:
 Ralph looked at himself in a window. His eyes were dark pools of suffering, troubled by the 
world they had seen during the last sixteen hours and horrified at what they saw now. He 
had no shoes, his pants were wet and rumpled, his shirt sagged outside his belt, and his 
hair looked like a tossed heap of black straw.95
 This seeming need on Thompson’s part for a sidekick on his Gonzo adventures has prompted 
some critics to claim that Gonzo is a collaborative effort. Indeed, Acosta himself  claimed co-
authorship of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas on the grounds that he and Thompson had in 
fact rigged the journey to lead to the story it did, and that, as a co-instigator, Acosta had as 
much right to claim the story as did Thompson.96 Acosta’s claim, based solely on the fact that 
he accompanied Thompson on this journey and participated in some of Thompson’s antics 
and perhaps initiated a few, is weak at best. It is clear from comparison of the published 
book to other works in Thompson’s body of writing that the sole contributor to the work is 
Thompson. Acosta’s incorporation into the book, as was Steadman’s in “Kentucky Derby,” was 
as a character in the tableau unfolding in the story. This is no more or less than any author’s 
incorporation of real persons involved in what is being portrayed. Indeed, Thompson’s two later 
extended Gonzo pieces, Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ‘72 and Better than Sex were 
both accomplished without the aid of a collaborator. 
“Aztlan,” with its focus on the death of Ruben Salazar at the hands of Los Angeles riot 
police, placed Thompson at the nexus of that city’s racial tensions in the aftermath of the 
East L.A. riots. Thompson’s unwillingness to allow his piece to be bent into agitprop fodder 
for the Chicano movement, in addition to a general distrust of him as a representative of the 
“Gabacho” press, made it exceedingly difficult for him to elicit the information he needed from 
Acosta. It is a testimony to his tenaciousness as a reporter that in the end he prevailed.
The challenge in discussing “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan” and Fear and Loathing in Las 
Vegas is their tight relationship, despite the differences in form and approach. They are both 
the product of Thompson’s struggle to accommodate the market even as he sought to perfect 
a satisfactory mode of literary expression. Likewise, both pieces share a creative provenance: 
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas is the product of Thompson’s efforts to complete the “Aztlan” 
piece as much as it the product of his attempt to work with the vague mandate set by Sports 
93 Alexis Petridis, “Ralph Steadman: ‘Why Was I So Vicious? Was I Unfair?’” The Guardian Online. Posted on May 29, 2014. 
Retrieved on June 25, 2014. 
94 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 147-151.
95 Ibid., 151.
96 Letter from Oscar Acosta, October, 1971, Fear and Loathing in America, 445-450. 
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Illustrated. On the other hand, “Aztlan” is informed, in its final incarnation, by Thompson’s 
experiences in writing Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. These stories share creative DNA to a 
significant degree, and thus can best, and perhaps only, be understood in concert and in the 
context of the turbulence of the market at the time.
3.2.  On the Bus: Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72
 
In 1971, the 26th Amendment to the constitution was ratified, lowering the voting age from 
twenty-one to eighteen. The 1972 election would thus be the first presidential election in which 
the youth vote could play as significant role. It was also obvious that the ’72 election was going 
to be a referendum on Nixon’s ability to extract America from the quagmire of Vietnam.97 In the 
1970 midterm elections, the Republicans suffered losses in the House of Representatives and 
the various states, prompting Democratic leaders to believe the White House could be won by a 
Democrat in 1972.98 It was in this critical year, 1972, that Thompson first signed on as a political 
correspondent for Rolling Stone.99
3.2.1   Rocking the Vote: Rolling Stone Branches out into Politics
There was, in the context of the political and demographic developments of the early 1970s, 
a push by the then part owners of Rolling Stone, Arthur Rock and Max Palevsky, to move into 
political coverage.100 Rock and Palevsky had ulterior motives for wanting to get Rolling Stone 
involved in political coverage. Palevsky was a major contributor to the McGovern campaign 
organization.101 Given McGovern’s antiwar stance and aura of left-leaning populism, it was 
likely that Rolling Stone would focus its coverage on McGovern, a dark horse in the race for the 
White House, and thereby raise his exposure and bolster his chances of winning the Democratic 
nomination.102 Though the publisher and editor-in-chief of Rolling Stone, Jann Wenner, was 
initially hesitant to move his magazine into the choppy waters of political correspondence, he 
quickly warmed to the idea.103 As Rolling Stone writer Timothy Crouse later put it, 
 Rolling Stone’s young founder and editor saw himself as the Charles Foster Kane of 
97 Richard Reeves, President Nixon: Alone in the White House (New York: Simon and Shuster, 2001), Chapter 30, 465-477.
98 Ibid., 272. Reeves points out that significantly most of those candidates for whom the President campaigned lost their 
election bids, among others, George H.W. Bush, who was running for a senate seat in Texas.  
99 Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 154-155.
100 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 187. See also Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 147-150
101 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 187. Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 150 and 154-155. 
102 The front runner at the start of the campaign was Edmund Muskie, a United States senator from Maine. The Democratic 
field in 1972 was actually quite large and included former vice president Hubert Humphrey, Alabama governor and former 
American Independent Party candidate George Wallace, and John Lindsay, the mayor of New York City. It was, therefore, 
by no means a foregone conclusion that a correspondent wishing to cover the election all the way to Election Day would 
pick McGovern. See Theodore H. White, The Making of the President 1972 (Harper Perennial Political Classics Edition) (New 
York: HarperCollins, 2010), 70-72. 
103 Wenner’s intractability with respect to suggestions from the floor was legendary. In the early days of Rolling Stone, some 
writers and editors referred to him as the “Wenner of our discontent.” See Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 190.
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the seventies; it was his dream that Rolling Stone would muster the gigantic, newly 
enfranchised Youth Vote and throw it to the best man.104  
It was decided to assign the position of national affairs correspondent to Thompson. The 
position of assistant was given to Timothy Crouse.105 Crouse was a Harvard graduate who had 
worked in the Peace Corps before going into journalism. Wenner initially saw no role for him 
beyond that of helping Thompson on the trail, but Thompson pushed for him to be given tasks 
of his own, which resulted in Crouse writing his own book on the 1972 campaign, The Boys 
on the Bus.106  
Before leaving on assignment, Thompson received a thorough briefing on the political lay 
of the land from McGovern’s campaign manager, Frank Mankiewicz. Mankiewicz had previously 
served as Robert Kennedy’s press secretary and was considered one of the best tactical minds 
in American politics at the time.107 The meeting between Thompson and Mankiewicz was 
arranged by Max Palevsky.108 
3.2.2  Timothy Crouse
The appointment of Crouse as his assistant and Mankiewicz’s briefing cemented the contours 
of Thompson’s coverage of the campaign early in the game. Thompson had quickly decided 
that Crouse was much more of an asset than Wenner was willing to concede.109 By  deciding 
not to use Crouse as his aide but to treat him as an equal, a fellow correspondent, and give him 
the leeway he needed to write his own coverage of the campaign, he effectively substantially 
increased Rolling Stone’s investment in its coverage of the ’72 campaign. However, Thompson 
did give Crouse a mandate. As Crouse explains,
 [Thompson] was convinced the other reporters were dissing him – that they weren’t treating 
with the respect that his experience as an established journalist and author entitled him to. 
104 See Timothy Crouse, The Boys on the Bus (New York: Random House, 2003), 311.
105 Thompson was put on the payroll at 17000 dollars per annum. The job of national affairs correspondent was given 
to him in lieu of an assignment as war correspondent in Vietnam. See Wenner and Seymour, 148. Thompson was later 
assigned to cover the fall of Saigon in 1975. 
106 Timothy Crouse, The Boys on the Bus (New York: Random House, 1973).
107 McGovern’s campaign was notable for its adroit staff. The number 2 man in the campaign was Gary Hart, who went on 
to win two terms in the United States senate and a number of important primaries in the 1984 nomination race, including 
California. In 1987, a sex scandal forced him to abandon his efforts to gain the 1988 presidential nomination, though he 
did reenter the race later on to no avail. Hiring a team of shrewd political and media advisors paid off. Party rules had been 
changed significantly in the wake of the 1968 election and the primaries had been given greater weight in the selection 
process while the party bosses had seen their influence curtailed dramatically by the new nomination rules. McGovern took 
advantage of the shifts in the political terrain to a degree that Muskie and Humphrey could not. 
108 Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 154-155. 
109 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 190-191. See also Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga 
of Hunter S. Thompson, 182, and the same author on the staff reception to Thompson and Crouse being assigned the 
election beat, 173.   
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“Listen,” he told me, “we’re going to get those bastards – or you are.”110
Thompson, a relative neophyte in the field of political correspondence, embarked on covering 
the 1972 presidential race determined to expose the excesses of the political press. In part, 
vanity may have driven him to take an antagonistic approach to the established reporters right 
from the start, but it is more likely that Thompson quickly perceived what he believed to be the 
same abuses he had encountered while writing Hell’s Angels: a media establishment mired in 
its own inertia, unwilling to dig deeper than the official press releases, and equally unwilling 
to take a stand on the basis of their own observations and experience out of deference to the 
politicians they are covering and out of fear that they will lose access to sources they desperately 
need:
 [Y]ou find unexpected friends on both sides - and in order to keep them as sources of 
private information – you wind up knowing a lot of things you can’t print, or which you 
can only say without even hinting at where they came from.
  This was one of the traditional barriers I tried to ignore when I moved to Washington 
and began covering the ’72 presidential campaign. As far as I was concerned, there was 
no such thing as off the record. The most consistent and ultimately damaging failure of 
political journalism in America has its roots in the clubby cocktail personal relationships 
that inevitably develop between politicians and journalists – in Washington or anywhere 
else they meet on a day-to-day basis.111
Given that Thompson had earlier considered using a presidential nominating convention as 
the centerpiece of his book on “The Death of the American Dream,” it is altogether likely that 
this is what he expected to find: using a national convention to illustrate the fall of American 
ideals can hardly be said to be symptomatic of a healthily optimistic attitude towards the 
American political process. In addition, he was still of the opinion that Richard Nixon embodied 
much of what was wrong with both American politics and the nation at large:
 When the Great Scorer comes to list the main downers of our time, the Nixon Inauguration 
will have to be ranked Number One. Altamont was a nightmare, Chicago was worse, Kent 
State was so bad that it’s hard to find the right words for it … but there was at least a brief 
flash of hope before the shroud came down.
 The Nixon Inauguration is the only public spectacle I’ve ever dealt with that was a king-hell 
bummer from start to finish.112 
In Campaign Trail’72, Thompson clearly distances himself from any claims to an abstract 
concept of objectivity. He is firmly of the belief that while objective journalism is something that 
110 Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 157.
111 Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72, 17-18. 
112 Campaign Trail ’72, 87.
184
might well be desired in certain circumstances, it is impossible to achieve: 
 So much for Objective Journalism. Don’t bother to look for it here – not under any byline 
of mine; or anyone else I can think of. With the possible exception of things like box scores, 
race results, and stock market tabulations, there is no such thing as Objective Journalism. 
The phrase itself is a pompous contradiction in terms.113
Thompson also perceived many of the same media abuses he had encountered covering Jean-
Claude Killy in that politics was increasingly becoming the province of television and commercial 
media interests:114
 A lot has been written about McGovern’s difficulties on the campaign trail, but most of it 
is far off the point. The career pols and press wizards say he simply lacks “charisma,” but 
that’s a cheap and simplistic idea that is more an insult to the electorate than to McGovern. 
The assholes who run politics in this country have become so mesmerized by the Madison 
Avenue school of campaigning that they actually believe, now, that all it takes to become 
a Congressman or a senator – or even a President – is a nice set of teeth, a big wad of 
money, and a half-dozen Media Specialists. 115
As Thompson undertook coverage of the 1972 campaign, he was thus positioned to treat the 
story in much the same manner he had the Hell’s Angels; he was again the outsider looking 
in, not just on the story itself but the fashion in which it was being covered by the established 
press pool, and was willing to take these established reporters to task for shoddy work. Politics, 
however, provided challenges he had not had to face in writing Hell’s Angels.
      
3.2.3  Political Journalism as a Didactic Activity
One problem in approaching political coverage is that it requires that readers are familiar with 
a variety of arcane concepts and processes. As Thompson puts it, in order to appreciate his 
political correspondence, readers must understand that
 Politics has its own language, which is often so complex that it borders on being a code, 
113 Ibid., 48. On the same page, Thompson gives a somewhat facetious example of what he believes to be the only 
objective journalism he has ever seen in his life, a closed-circuit security camera in a convenience store. Given the explosion 
of unscripted but circumstance-rigged “reality television” and its use of concealed but ever-present cameras, Thompson’s 
stance takes on an ironic, if dated, hue.  
114 The predominance and importance of television coverage of the campaigns became excruciatingly clear at the Democratic 
Convention. Procedural delays in the voting led to McGovern’s acceptance speech being broadcast in the middle of the 
night. Despite the praise given to the speech, “Come Home America,” by later commentators, its impact on the campaign 
was negligible because so few people were still watching at that time. Significantly, contemporary conventions have since 
become strictly orchestrated affairs in which the acceptance speech is a precisely-timed centerpiece and “syncing up” with 
prime time is an important consideration in planning. See White, The Making of the President 1972, 184-187.   
115 Campaign Trail ’72, 72.
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and the main trick in political journalism is learning how to translate – to make sense of 
the partisan bullshit that even your friends will lay on you – without crippling your access 
to the kind of information that will allow you to keep functioning.116
Given that he could not assume an insider’s perspective among the readers of Rolling Stone, 
his articles on the campaign would require more explanatory background information than had 
been necessary in Hell’s Angels. Thompson’s would be the first Rolling Stone foray into politics 
and world affairs, but this foray was given a strict mandate; as Thompson points out in the 
introduction to Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72, he was to pound the political 
beat in an attempt to make the arcane details of American national politics comprehensible (and 
one hoped palatable) to the rock-and-roll generation.117 This necessitated a far greater amount 
of expository journalism than had been required in either Hell’s Angels or Fear and Loathing in 
Las Vegas, but Thompson sought to package his lessons in the mechanics of politics in offhand 
banter:
 Even a Muskie victory would be hard for Kennedy to live with – particularly if Lindsay shows 
enough strength to make Muskie offer him the vice-presidency. This would make Lindsay 
the Democratic heir apparent. Unlike Agnew – who has never been taken seriously, even 
by his enemies, as anything but a sop to the yahoo/racist vote – Lindsay as vice-president 
would be so obviously Next in Line that Kennedy would have to back off and admit, with a 
fine Irish smile, that he blew it … the opening was there, but he didn’t see it in time: while 
Lindsay did.118 
Vivid similes were also a component of his effort to reach his target group:
 The New Hampshire results hit the Muskie bandwagon like a front-wheel blowout, but 
Florida blew the transmission. Big Ed will survive Illinois, whatever the outcome, but he still 
has to go to Wisconsin – where anything but victory will probably finish him off, and his 
chances of beating Humphrey up there on The Hube’s home court are not good. 
 […]
 According to almost every media wizard in the country, Wisconsin is “the crunch” – 
especially for Muskie and New York Mayor John Lindsay, who was badly jolted in Florida 
when his gold-plated Media Blitz apparently had no effect at all on the voters.119
Secondly, Thompson was covering a moving target. In Hell’s Angels, Thompson had time 
to shape his story, go back and do further research if necessary, and was not working with a 
strict chronological format. Though there is a definite timeline in his coverage of the Angels 
116 Ibid., 17. 
117 It has since become de rigueur to embed this type of background information in political reporting. Television also 
provides politics primers during the election season. In 2008, CNN International went so far as to explain the caucus and 
primary system to its audience both within and outside of the United States, in particular on the series “The Campaign 
Trail.” 
118 Campaign Trail ’72, 103. 
119 Ibid., 117.
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that is apparent in the book, there is no need for strict adherence to it in the structure of the 
book. On the campaign trail, Thompson was required to file a story every two weeks and was 
necessarily locked into the schedule of primaries, nominating conventions, and the general 
election, the contours that define a presidential race in the United States. As a result, Thompson 
had little opportunity to shape the larger narrative of the entirety of the campaign and his 
developing attitudes with respect to it, as he focused on the stories at hand in given weeks. In 
this respect, if Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas was a failed Gonzo experiment because Thompson 
had the possibility to undertake significant editing before going to press, then Campaign Trail 
’72 must necessarily be seen as an altogether more successful experiment, as here such rigorous 
editing was not possible. Nonetheless, Campaign Trail ’72 does have a narrative arc: in tracking 
McGovern’s rise from obscure dark horse candidate to Presidential nominee, the reader is 
also witness to Thompson’s growing disillusionment with McGovern as the standard bearer 
of political reform. Even in an information-laden realm like political campaigning, Thompson’s 
stance remains the same and maintains its integrity: as Thompson grows more sour on the 
candidate, his coverage becomes more about the chicanery and morally dubious horse trading 
that goes into running a successful political campaign. Yet, as the reader is aware of Thompson’s 
growing disappointment with McGovern, this shift in focus does not detract from the coverage, 
but reinforces the underlying theme that indeed there is no room for an honest man in American 
politics and that New Politics is often a hollow illusory concept.  
Finally, there was the matter of reader (and editorial) expectations to reckon with. 
Thompson was, as we have seen, only allowed this journey into the political arena after he had 
earned Rolling Stone credits with Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. In Campaign Trail, therefore, 
as was the case in Vegas, Thompson had a defined audience of popular culture connoisseurs 
he could assume would respond well to a specific style of writing, a style that had evolved in 
the pages of more traditional publications. Thompson was, in a sense, obliged to cover the 
presidential race as a Gonzo spectacle because that was his entrée among the Rolling Stone’s 
readership and the magazine’s lever for hoisting politics into their pages.
In this case, more so even than was true for Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, Gonzo was a 
stylistic solution to the problems at hand. In addition to being a proven success with the Rolling 
Stone audience, it was a structural means of illustrating the disjointed and hectic environment in 
which political campaigning and campaign journalism takes place. It also provided a convenient 
hallmark to Thompson’s work, setting him apart from the run-of-the-mill reporters from whom 
he wished to disassociate himself. As is stated above, Campaign Trail ’72 proved to be a more 
successful Gonzo endeavor than Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas because of the deadlines and 
the fragmented nature of the campaign coverage, and not despite it. Constrained by deadlines 
and forced to remain more or less on topic, Thompson was able to use Gonzo as a journalistic 
tool rather than abuse it in a quest to edit his work towards a predetermined result. As such, 
Campaign Trail proved to be more attractive as journalism to other journalists than Fear and 
Loathing in Las Vegas as the agenda it had was more recognizable, but, by the same token, it also 
prompted greater approbation as it was perceived as being recognizably a transgression of the 
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primary tenets of objective journalism. It is this paradoxical reaction that Crouse observed while 
covering the 1972 campaign.120 Apparently, this application of Gonzo was also more acceptable 
to editors. Rolling Stone still reports on national politics in a fashion that it sufficiently subjective, 
experiential, and irreverent to claim Gonzo ancestry, but no longer runs anything as expansive 
and elaborate as Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. Similarly, it can be noted that the successors 
to Thompson, Capote, Herr, and Wolfe are considered to be such writers as Susan Orlean, Jon 
Krakauer, Adrian Nicole LeBlanc, and William Langewiesche, writers who have appropriated 
the tactics of New Journalism, Gonzo, and the non-fiction story and converted them into a 
journalistic standard that, stripped of the stylistic eccentricities of Wolfe’s New Journalism and 
Thompson’s Gonzo, has gained the  legitimacy for the tenets of literary non-fiction and feature 
writing that was once reserved for objective reportage.121   
Thompson’s collected articles on the 1972 campaign for the Presidency, pitting incumbent 
Richard Nixon against the Democratic challenger George McGovern, were published in early 
1973 as Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72. Labeling it Fear and Loathing marked it 
as a “sequel” to Las Vegas, and to some extent it was, though primarily in that it was the logical 
next step in Gonzo coverage. Here, under the grueling pressures of a political correspondent’s 
deadlines, Thompson “ripped copy” by sending off letters, memos, his own notes, and 
sometimes typed monologues he taped into a Dictaphone as his submissions for publication as 
the Rolling Stone national affairs correspondent, a position that increasingly became an alter 
ego as the campaign progressed. And here again, the writer is a distinct player in the story being 
told. The book conveys the impression that Thompson is purposefully letting things get out of 
control in terms of his composition in order to better maintain the Gonzo stance of writing than 
he was able to do in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. As the reporting progressed, this became 
increasingly difficult to sustain as a compositional stance for three reasons. The first is that the 
sheer magnitude of the campaign grew towards the end of the presidential primaries, leaving 
Thompson little room for improvisation as he sought to pass on as many of the developments 
as he possibly could. Secondly, as was stated before, Thompson simply got too practiced in 
filing to deadline in the course of the year he spent covering the campaign: by Election Day 
in November, he was as fluent in filing copy as many of his fellow “boys on the bus.” Finally, 
Thompson as a participant changed not just in terms of his attitudes towards the candidate but 
in the way he himself was perceived by others. By the end of the campaign, he had become 
a known entity in the world of political journalism and could no longer assume the mantle of 
the outsider or even count on the relative anonymity he had enjoyed at the beginning of the 
presidential political season:
 Sen. George McGovern (D-S.D.) shown here campaigning in Nebraska where he has 
spent 23 hours a day for the past six days denying charges by local Humphrey operatives 
120 Crouse, The Boys on the Bus (New York: Random House, 2003), 312-314. 
121 Robert S. Boynton, The New New Journalism: Conversations with America’s Best Nonfiction Writers on their Craft (New 
York: Vintage Books, 2005), xi-xxiii.   
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that he favors the legalization of Marijuana, pauses between denials to shake hands for 
photographers with his “old friend” Hunter S. Thompson, the National Correspondent for 
Rolling Stone and author of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, who was recently identified by 
Newsweek magazine as a vicious drunkard and known abuser of hard drugs.
 A thing like that would have finished him here in Nebraska. No more of that “Hi, Sheriff” 
bullshit; I am now the resident Puff Adder … and the problem is very real. In Ohio, which 
McGovern eventually lost by a slim 19,000 vote margin, his handlers figure perhaps 10,000 
of those were directly attributable to his public association with Warren Beatty…
 […]
 So it fairly boggles the mind to think what Humphrey’s people might do with a photo of 
Mc Govern shaking hands with a person who once ran for Sheriff of Aspen on the Freak 
Power ticket, with a platform embracing the use and frequent enjoyment of Mescaline by 
the Sheriff and all his Deputies at any hour of the day or night that seemed Right.122 
 
At the time of its release, the book version of Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72 
received mixed reviews, as had the original articles in Rolling Stone.123 As Crouse states in The 
Boys on the Bus, there was a good deal of ambivalence towards Thompson’s approach among 
the press corps covering the race. On the one hand, they were disapproving of his decision to 
toss overboard some of their more sacred tenets of journalism, but, on the other hand, there 
was a grudging admiration of his bravery in doing so and thus being liberated to tell it as it is:
 Thompson was free to write the unmentionable – that the campaign was essentially 
meaningless, that some of the candidates were shams and liars, that the process was 
unjust and anachronistic. There were times when the other reporters ached to say the 
same things, but the rules never would allow it. I remember Lydon standing around the 
Silver Spring hospital in his tweed outfit after George Wallace had been shot, saying with 
his usual earnestness that “Hunter Thompson should be here to record this for history,” as 
if only Hunter possessed the license and proper style to capture the grotesqueness of the 
scene.124
One of the early champions of Thompson’s coverage of the campaign was Crouse, whose own 
book on the ’72 political season, The Boys on the Bus, is as revealing as Thompson’s  if not 
more comprehensive. Thompson had encouraged Crouse to “report on the reporters” and the 
resulting book rewarded Thompson amply for his initial support as he is portrayed as something 
of a heroic example in comparison to his fellow correspondents on the trail: 
 Hunter Thompson, who had arrived late that night, suddenly brought up the Newsweek 
122 Campaign Trail ’72, 202. 
123 See for initial criticism, Wayne Booth, “Loathing and Ignorance on the Campaign Trail,” in Columbia Journalism Review, 
November 1973, 7-12; for a discussion of Booth, see McKeen, 129-132.  See for a contemporary view Matt Taibbi, “Fear 
and Loathing 40 Years Later,” in Slate, June 29, 2012. Retrieved from http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/
books/2012/06/hunter_s_thompson_fear_and_loathing_on_the_campaign_trail_72_review_by_matt_taibbi_.html on May 
7, 2015. 
124 Crouse, The Boys on the Bus, 314. 
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article. He said he found it shallow and malicious… Stout protested that he thought the 
article had been fair. The other reporters at the table studiously ignored the argument. 
They liked Stout, but they didn’t agree with his article.125
3.2.4  Burning Bridges
Like sportswriters, Thompson found political reporters to be clannish and exceedingly 
conformist. Loath to go out on a limb, they tended to write what everyone else was writing; like 
sportswriters, they were hesitant to go negative on a candidate, as this meant they would run 
the risk of losing all-important access. Thompson was not planning to stay in Washington and 
thus felt no compunctions about either risk-taking in his predictions and analyses or “torching” 
his various sources of news. 
Perhaps the greatest added value of Campaign Trail’72 was its ability to communicate to 
a wider audience what it actually felt like to be involved in a campaign for national office in 
the United States. There is a sense of unrelenting fatigue and stress that permeates the book: 
Thompson is highly effective in utilizing his own nervous state with respect to ever-present 
deadlines to serve as a metaphor for the never-ending march through the various states that a 
Presidential primary campaign entails. Ironically, the end of the book is, therefore, somewhat 
less effective than the first two-thirds: by this time, Thompson is getting more into the rhythm 
of things, and thus the book is somewhat anticlimactic in its mood, with Thompson’s final filings 
seeming routine in comparison to the hectic but intriguing chaos of the earlier chapters. Also, 
it does not help Thompson’s cause that in the actual race, the final tally was something of a 
foregone conclusion by the final month of campaigning (Nixon carried forty-nine of the fifty 
states). 
After Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72, it would be another twenty years 
before Thompson again became as intensely involved in the coverage of a political campaign. 
Interestingly, much of the same dynamic was present in 1992 that Thompson experienced in 
1972. In both campaigns, he quickly pegged the dark horse Democrat as being the one that 
would run away with the nomination: in ’72, it was George McGovern; in ’92, Bill Clinton. In 
both elections, he actively supported his pick in the election: in 1972, he saw McGovern as an 
avatar of the New Politics that he had hoped would sweep the nation.
 So I’m looking for something in the way of candidates or ideas that might really change 
the institutionally corrupt nature of politics in this country. So don’t mistake anger for 
pessimism. I believe the democratic process can work in America – but not as long as the 
Major Parties keep forcing us to choose between double-negatives.126
 McGovern is the only major candidate – including Lindsay and Muskie – who invariably 
gives a straight answer when people raise these questions [on school busing programs, 
125 Ibid., 361. 
126 Letter to Mark Lebeau, February, 1972, Fear and Loathing in America, 471. 
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federally-funded housing, and the future of the Space program, MV]. He lines out the 
painful truth, and his reward has been just about the same as that of any other politician 
who insists on telling the truth: He is mocked, vilified, ignored, and abandoned as a 
hopeless loser by even his good old buddies like Harold Hughes.
 On the face of it, the “McGovern problem” looks like the ultimate proof-positive for the 
liberal cynics’ conviction that there is no room in American politics for an honest man. 
Which is probably true: if you take it for granted – along with McGovern and most of his 
backers – that “American politics” is synonymous with the traditional Two Party system: 
the Democrats and the Republicans, the Ins and the Outs, the Party in Power and The Loyal 
Opposition.127
  
He was, in fact, distressed at the manner in which McGovern campaigned subsequent to 
winning the nomination, as he saw him revert to what he felt were the ways of the old politics.128 
In 1992, he similarly supported Clinton as a symbol of the New Democrats, a pragmatic group 
of young Democratic officeholders who were seen as able to pry the White House from the firm 
grip of the Republican Party. By 1992, however, Thompson was an even more cynical observer 
than he had been in 1972. His support of Clinton is no longer quite as unconditional as his 
support of McGovern had been:
 There is no room in politics for morality tales, and Bill Clinton understands this just as 
keenly as any other successful politician. He gained ten points in New Hampshire by flat-
out denying the same “sex, drugs, and rock-n-roll” charges Gary Hart admitted to four 
years earlier that sent him from the White House to the outhouse in 10 days.129
3.3  The Mid-Seventies: Gonzo in the Doldrums
In the period spanning 1965 to 1973, Thompson went from being a little-known freelance 
journalist to the bestselling author of three books. At the same time, by publishing a number 
of well-received articles and by initially publishing all of the material in Fear and Loathing in Las 
Vegas and On the Campaign Trail ’72 in periodicals before their release in book form, Thompson 
had positioned himself in the market as one of America’s foremost magazine writers. Given 
this development in his career and his relative youth - he turned thirty-six in 1973 - it could be 
expected that the coming years would be a boom period in his writing. At this time, however, 
with periodicals eager to publish his work, some of his greatest creative disappointments took 
place. With both a growing reputation and increasing financial rewards for his work, Thompson 
the artist failed. In a series of  disappointing commissions, Thompson squandered a good 
deal of the social capital he had accrued in the publishing world – by the late 1970s, he was 
becoming something of a liability due to his frequent failure to deliver on a deadline. However, 
127 Campaign Trail ’72, 82. 
128 McKeen, 125-126.
129 Better than Sex, 62.
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the symbolic capital value he had for many of his audience remained fairly high, doubtless given 
that his erratic behavior added to the prized image of the outlaw and the rebel. Nonetheless, 
this may have obscured a loss in symbolic capital he can be argued to have sustained due 
to his inability to position himself as the Gonzo arbiter with respect to some of the seminal 
events of the mid-seventies. Given the nature of Thompson’s persona as a commodity and the 
working principles of Gonzo, it is not surprising that growing fame and fortune interfered with 
Thompson’s ability to function as a working journalist. In this light, the mid-1970s period can 
be seen as a period of adjustment or retrenchment within which Thompson needed to find new 
ways of practicing his métier. In looking at the mixed results of the 1970s, it becomes clear that 
this was the necessary outcome of his invention and application of Gonzo journalism as a means 
of mediating the sometimes conflicting pressures of a need for economic remuneration, a need 
to build a reputation among publishers, and the need to accumulate symbolic capital from a 
growing audience. The ramifications of this tension are discussed in greater detail in Chapter IV.
From 1973 to 1976, Thompson was commissioned by Rolling Stone to write about events 
and individuals that can justifiably be termed as emblematic of the period: Watergate and the 
end of the Nixon Administration in 1973 and 1974, the Super Bowl in early 1974, the Ali-
Foreman fight in Zaire in 1974, and the Fall of Saigon in 1975. In each case, Thompson tried to 
apply the Gonzo mien only to come to grief, with either a less than satisfactory submission or 
no article at all. 
3.3.1   Washington Washout: Gonzo Fails to Come to Grips with Nixon’s 
Demise
Thompson’s success at political coverage and his long-standing feud-in-print with Richard Nixon 
led him to cover the Watergate Scandal in 1973 and 1974. The combination of burnout - 
Thompson found the 1972 campaign to be a longer and more nerve-wracking affair than he 
had initially calculated - and a yearning to return to the Owl Farm, his ranch in Colorado, 
and escape from the political hothouse of Washington, D.C., rendered Thompson’s Watergate 
coverage a disappointment in that he was unable, after years of stalking Nixon, to now complete 
the task of vanquishing him with a Gonzo coup de grace.130 More significantly, however, than 
any of Thompson’s personal travails is that Watergate was ill suited to the type of journalism 
Thompson was now practicing. Watergate was a muckraker’s campaign,131 a testimony to the 
power and influence of investigative reporting, and left little room for the participatory, visceral, 
and subjective tactics of Gonzo.132  Watergate demanded, even in the coverage of the public 
hearings, a degree of exactitude and willingness to submit to the discipline of the classical 
Capitol beat reporter that Thompson no longer felt comfortable with. As a result, Thompson 
130 See Fear and Loathing in America, 512-515.
131 Leonard Downie, Jr,, The New Muckrakers (New York: New American Library, 1976), 1-50 on Woodward and Bernstein; 
11-15 on the investigative nature of their Watergate work.
132 McKeen, Hunter S. Thompson, 133-139.
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found himself unable to gain traction in writing about Watergate as so much of it was about 
procedure, forensic investigation, and testimony. There was no perceived need for experiential 
writing in this venue. To his credit, Thompson, in his reporting on the final days of the Nixon 
Administration, tried to make clear what was going on and how he felt in witnessing it. This 
relegated him, however, to the common ranks of journalists covering the story, thus reducing 
his symbolic value as a unique perspective and voice. In the Watergate Scandal, there were, in 
essence, few points left for Thompson to score, and thus he was left with little room to create 
(artistic expression) or profile (persona development and confirmation). In addition, Thompson 
found little to criticize in the coverage of the scandal. Where Hell’s Angels and Campaign 
Trail’72 were shaped in part by Thompson’s disgust with the manner in which the established 
press informed the public, here he had to concede that no stone was being left unturned, even 
if initially the “beat” reporters had been slow to pick up on the story: 
 One of the most extraordinary aspects of the Watergate story has been the way the press 
has handled it: What began in the summer of 1972 as one of the great media-bungles 
of the century has developed, by now, into what is probably the most thoroughly and 
professionally covered story in the history of American journalism.133
 Furthermore, as can be seen in his final article on the Watergate process, there was, in the end, 
no real relief in seeing Nixon fall.134 Reading Thompson’s work of the period on this subject is 
like watching St. George slay the dragon, only to find that St. George himself no longer had as 
much of a reason to live: 
  My interest in national politics withered drastically within hours after Nixon resigned.
After five-and-a-half years of watching a fascist gang of thugs treating the whole machinery 
of the federal government like a conquered empire to be used like the spoils of war for 
any purpose that served either the needs or whims of the victors, the prospect of some 
harmless, half-bright jock like Gerry Ford running a cautious, caretaker-style government 
for two or even six years was almost a welcome relief. Not even the ominous sight of Vice 
President Nelson Rockefeller hovering a heartbeat away from the presidency had much 
effect on my head.135  
Finally, it can be argued that there was little to be gained by using a Gonzo approach to cover an 
event that had itself already produced a series of bizarre news items, from accidental destruction 
of evidence to the spectacle of the President of the United States feeling it necessary to reassure 
the public on national television that he was “not a crook.” In this respect, it can be noted that 
the television coverage of the congressional inquiry into the Watergate scandal left little to 
133 “Fear and Loathing at the Watergate,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 249.
134 “Fear and Loathing in Limbo: The Scum Also Rises,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 299- 339.
135 “Fear and Loathing in Limbo: The Scum Also Rises,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 305. 
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the imagination; here too, there was not much left for Thompson to “reveal” through Gonzo 
coverage. In a sense, the television coverage of Watergate was of such a complex nature that 
it required a far higher degree of audience involvement than the standard fare on the medium. 
By breaking out of its “cool” disconnected mode, the reporting had gone “hot,” in McLuhan’s 
parlance, thus negating a need for hot mediation by a Gonzo journalist. Likewise, there was 
often little in terms of packaging going on in the reporting on the hearings and various court 
rulings, likewise excluding the need for an interpreter to pierce through the façade.  In fact, 
Watergate can safely be said to have been a high-water mark in the history of traditional 
investigative and political reporting in America.136 
Despite these hurdles, Thompson did produce a series of articles for Rolling Stone in which 
he followed Nixon’s last days in the White House: “Memo from the Sports Desk & Rude Notes 
from a Decompression Chamber in Miami,” “Fear and Loathing at the Watergate: Mr. Nixon 
has Cashed his Check,” “The Boys in the Bag: Fear and Loathing in Washington,” and “Fear 
and Loathing in Limbo: The Scum Also Rises.”137 Of the four articles, only the first is approached 
from the Gonzo perspective; it is supposedly written by Thompson and his fictitious alter ego 
Raoul Duke, as well as (equally fictitious) anonymous editors at Rolling Stone. The premise 
of the piece is that Thompson is stuck in a decompression chamber in Florida as a result of 
a freak diving accident off the coast of Mexico. Trapped in the chamber, he can only follow 
the Watergate hearings on television and has limited means of communicating his thoughts 
to the outside world. His interpreter is Duke, who is currently on staff at Rolling Stone as a 
“sports editor.” Duke claims that Thompson is laboring under the delusion that he still is the 
National Affairs correspondent for Rolling Stone and therefore cannot be held responsible for 
his gibberish as he is a very sick man. 
“Memo from the Sports Desk” is essentially an introductory article to Thompson’s coverage 
of the Watergate affair. As he has Duke put it,
 …[Thompson] has somehow made arrangements to fly immediately from Miami to 
Washington, upon his release, to “cover” the remaining episodes of the Watergate 
Hearings. I have no idea what he means by the word cover – but a phone-talk late last 
night with his doctors gave me serious pause.138 
It is clear from “Memo from the Sports Desk” that Thompson intended to approach the 
Watergate story in Gonzo mode. As a postscript to the article claims, the National Affairs suite 
in Washington had been re-opened and prepared for “total coverage.” The decompression 
136 The journalists of the first hour, Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward of the Washington Post, went on to write two 
bestsellers about the Watergate scandal and its fallout, All the President’s Men and The Final Days. Their coverage garnered 
the Post a Pulitzer Prize of Meritorious Service. Numerous other luminaries weighed in with perspective on the case as the 
years passed, including Theodore White (Breach of Faith, 1975) and Anthony Lukas (Nightmare, 1988 revised edition). 
137 The articles appeared in the August 2, 1973, September 27, 1973, July 4, 1974, and October 10, 1974 issues, respectively. 
Thompson also wrote “Fear and Loathing in the Bunker” for the New York Times (January 1, 1974).
138 “Memo from the Sports Desk & Rude Notes from a Decompression Chamber in Miami,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 242. 
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chamber provides an apt metaphor here, however, though not perhaps in the fashion that 
Thompson had in mind. Once he “emerged from the tank” and immersed himself in the final 
throes of the Nixon Administration, he found that the pressure needed to create a suitable 
Gonzo tale was lacking. As pointed out above, there was nothing subpar about the standard 
coverage being provided by the press; the spectacle of Watergate presented on television was 
suitably representative of the reality of the scandal. The case was too intricate to benefit from 
fragmented, deconstructed, and self-aware journalism, and the events being described had an 
intrinsic quality of the bizarre that did not require external provocation or authorial confabulation 
to be appreciated. Finally, owing to his distress about losing his nemesis, the urgency that had 
goaded Thompson to produce Campaign Trail ’72 was ebbing away. With Nixon out of the 
picture, Thompson was simply no longer involved enough with American politics as a story to 
give it a proper Gonzo treatment.  
Nonetheless, the same year that Nixon resigned from the White House (1974), Thompson 
signed a 75,000 dollar deal to write Campaign Trail ’76 for Straight Arrow Press, the book-
publishing arm of the Rolling Stone organization. Before the campaign commenced, Straight 
Arrow went bankrupt.139 Thompson’s own statements on this turn of events are contradictory. 
He later claimed that he had no wish to get stuck in the same groove that Theodore White had 
and wind up writing an election book every four years. On the other hand, he also claimed that 
Rolling Stone closed their publishing division in order to avoid paying him a large advance on 
royalties, a claim that suggests a determination to complete Campaign ’76.140 Given that he did 
return to the format in 1992, it is believable that he was willing to tackle another election. The 
events that took place in his attempts to cover the 1976 election made it clear, however, that it 
was likely wise that he did not undertake this task in back-to-back presidential campaigns, even 
if these efforts did result in a superior piece of non-Gonzo political writing, “Jimmy Carter and 
the Great Leap of Faith” which is dealt with later in the chapter.141 
139 Thompson did, however, write an article entitled “Fear and Loathing on the Campaign Trail ’76: Third Rate Romance, 
Low Rent Rendezvous,” which ran in Rolling Stone on March 6, 1976.   
140 Carroll, Hunter, 191
141 McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 243.
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3.3.2   Scenes from a Balcony: Super Bowl Reporting as Financial Journalism
In addition to his political coverage, Thompson returned to sports writing at Rolling Stone, 
writing about the Super Bowl and traveling with Ralph Steadman to Zaire to cover the Ali-
Foreman heavyweight boxing title fight.142 In the latter case, Thompson failed to deliver an 
article, which initially stunned Rolling Stone publisher Jann Wenner, but in hindsight may not 
have been so surprising after all. Looking at Thompson’s coverage of the ’74 Super Bowl, there 
is a distinct sense of malaise to the whole endeavor. Thompson saw the press coverage of this 
event as having reached a saturation point and then gone well beyond it: 
 After the first day or so, when it became balefully clear that there was no point in anybody 
except the local reporters going out on the press-bus each day for the carefully staged 
“player interviews,” that Dolphin tackle Manny Fernandez described as “like going to the 
dentist every day to have the same tooth filled,” the out-of-town writers began using the 
local types as a sort of involuntary “pool” … which was more like an old British Navy press 
gang, in fact, because the locals had no choice. They would go out, each morning, to the 
Miami and Minnesota team hotels, and dutifully conduct the daily interviews … and about 
two hours later this mass of useless gibberish would appear, word for word, in the early 
editions of either the Post or the Chronicle.143 
Despite the pre-game interviews being dull and meaningless and the entire exercise being 
viewed as an empty cynical media bonanza, Thompson doubts that “more than five or six of 
[the 1600 sports writers present] actually wrote cynical and contemptuous appraisals of Super 
Bowl VIII that dominated about half the conversations around the bar in the press lounge.”144 
As Thompson points out,
 Whatever was happening in Houston that week had little or nothing to do with the 
hundreds of stories that were sent out on the news-wires each day. […] Most of the stories 
about “fantastic parties” given by Chrysler, American Express and Jimmy the Greek were 
taken from press releases and rewritten by people who had spent at least five miles from 
the scenes described in their stories.145 
This is a story ready for Gonzo: unreliable and unrepresentative coverage by the press, the 
reality of the story being warped to fit the needs of publicity agents and corporate interests, 
142 Two “Fear and Loathing at the Super Bowl” articles appeared in Rolling Stone: “Fear and Loathing at the Super Bowl: 
No Rest for the Wretched” (on Super Bowl VII, 1973), in the February 15, 1973 issue; and “Fear and Loathing at the Super 
Bowl” (on Super Bowl VIII, 1974), in the February 28, 1974 issue. In The Great Shark Hunt, the latter was anthologized but 
dated as the former. In the copyright credits section of the book, it is correctly dated. The Muhammad Ali-George Foreman 
bout for the world heavyweight crown took place on October 30, 1974 in Kinshasa, Zaire. Ali knocked Foreman out in the 
8th round to take the title he had previously held from 1964 to 1967.    
143 “Fear and Loathing at the Super Bowl,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 65.
144 Ibid., 65-66.
145 Ibid., 66.
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limited access to the real sources for the story, and, most importantly, the greater development 
of football turning into a corporate money game being obscured by the myopic attention being 
given to the Super Bowl as a “news event.” Thompson quickly dispatches with the game itself, 
stating it was a foregone conclusion from the start.146 Thompson’s coverage of the Super Bowl 
starts in the lobby of the Houston Hyatt Regency, the main hotel for the press, with Thompson 
delivering a sermon on the book of life and the lake of fire from Revelations.147 It then flashes 
back to the reason why Thompson feels the need to preach hell fire and brimstone: a drunken 
party on the ground floor of the hotel the previous night.148 As Thompson tries to come to grips 
with the debauchery that he has witnessed the night before, he is overcome by the images 
that race through his mind until he realizes that he has to come to grips; he is, after all, a 
professional:
 Indeed. When the going gets tough, the tough get going. John Mitchell149 said that – 
shortly before he quit his job and left Washington at 90 miles an hour in a chauffeur-driven 
limousine.
 I have never felt close to John Mitchell, but on that rotten morning in Houston I came as 
close as I ever will; because he was, after all, a pro… and so, alas, was I. Or at least I had a 
fistful of press badges that said I was. 
 And it was this bedrock sense of professionalism, I think, that quickly solved my problem…
which, until that moment when I recalled the foul spectre of Mitchell, had seemed to 
require a frantic decision between either delivering my sermon or writing my lead, in the 
space of an impossibly short time.
 When the going gets weird, the weird turn pro.150
As the article progresses, it becomes clear that Thompson started researching it months 
before with the intention of following a single team all the way to the Super Bowl. There are 
flashbacks to a visit to the Oakland Raiders practice field, Thompson’s bewildering meeting 
with the Raiders’ owner Al Davis, and the subsequent deterioration of his relationship with the 
team’s management until they ban him from the club. In this section, Thompson makes it clear 
that it is an organizational effort that stops honest stories about football from being published. 
While the players are willing to answer his questions, the team management does not tolerate 
his probing into their affairs.151 
Finally, Thompson’s tale returns to Super Bowl VIII but now focuses on money. In the 
end, he believes, the future of football in America lies completely in the hands of the National 
Football League organization and the corporate interests that provide one of the NFL’s primary 
146 Ibid., 47. The bookmakers and most of the sportswriters favored the Miami Dolphins to win and they did.
147 Ibid., 46. 
148 Ibid., 47.
149 Attorney General in the Nixon Administration (1969-1972). He was later convicted of crimes relating to the Watergate 
break-in and cover-up and served six months in prison. 
150 “Fear and Loathing at the Super Bowl,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 49.  
151 Ibid., 59-60.
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sources of income: television advertising.152 
With resigned finality, Thompson throws up his hands and declares football in America 
“over the hump”; what was once a “hip and private vice” has now been co-opted by television 
and rendered an anemic and meaningless ritual.153 Described in this fashion, the National League 
Football can stand for many things in the United States that have found themselves divorced 
of true meaning once they became part of the standard network television constellation: it is 
significant that Thompson segues back and forth to politics in “Super Bowl.” After all, he sees 
the democratic process as similarly threatened by the mass media process.154 
Significantly, however, “Fear and Loathing at the Super Bowl” has a tone of fatigue and 
resignation to it that is not present in comparable articles such as “The Kentucky Derby is 
Decadent and Depraved” or “The Temptations of Jean-Claude Killy”:
And now, almost exactly a year later [from covering Super Bowl VII in Los Angeles], my 
main memory of Super Bowl VIII in Houston is rain and grey outside another hotel window, 
with the same strung-out sound of the Allman Brothers booming out of the same portable 
speakers that I had, last year, in Los Angeles.
There was not much else worth remembering from either game – or at least not much 
that needs writing about, and the clock on the wall reminds me, once again, that a 
final deadline looms and there is hungry space to fill out there in San Francisco155 …
Which means no more thinking about rain and music, but a quick and nasty regression to 
“professionalism.” 
Which is what it’s all about.
Indeed, I tend more and more to forget about these things. Or maybe just to ignore them.
But what the hell? Retirement is just around the corner, so why not wander a bit?156
3.3.3  Death to the Weird: Thompson at the Ali-Foreman Fight in Zaire
 
It was proving increasingly difficult for Thompson to summon the inspiration to produce Gonzo 
material, yet it was at this moment in his career that a story crossed his desk that could be 
challenging under the best of personal circumstances. Given Thompson’s state of mind, the 
results were painfully predictable.  
While in Zaire to cover the Ali-Foreman title fight, Thompson was confronted with a 
media blitz that eventually produced enough material to inspire an Academy Award-winning 
152 Thompson’s analysis of the financial developments in the National Football League is a testament to how insightful and 
intelligent sports writing can be: in a matter of a few pages, he sketches how player salaries had initially stagnated relative 
to other sports and how the rise of other competing leagues (the American Football league in the 1960s and the World 
Football League in the 1970s) have triggered dramatic average pay rises. He also makes clear why this is a phenomenon 
unique to football; as the first network-television era sport, it is uniquely sensitive to inter-market competition and uniquely 
able to sustain long periods of monopoly through dominant league organizations. See “Fear and Loathing at the Super 
Bowl,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 69-77.     
153 “Fear and Loathing at the Super Bowl,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 75.
154 Better than Sex, 53.
155 Location of the Rolling Stone’s editorial offices.
156 “Fear and Loathing at the Super Bowl.” In: The Great Shark Hunt, 64.
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documentary (We Were Kings) and a number of books (among others, Norman Mailer’s The 
Fight [1975] and George Plimpton’s Shadow Box [1977]). Initially, Thompson was eager to cover 
the fight: as Ralph Steadman pointed out later, Thompson rebuffed Steadman’s entreaties to 
quit the story when it looked like injuries Foreman sustained in a sparring session were going to 
delay the fight by a significant amount of time:
 On 1 October 1974, I had received a hand-written letter from Hunter – a wild and angry 
broadside to my suggestion that we should perhaps cut our losses and leave the fight 
alone. It was hardly rock’n’roll:
 ‘…have you lost your fucking mind? We have to be in Zaire on Oct. 30 for the fight – we’ve 
already paid $1000 deposit for our hotel room. I’m keeping the same plane and hotel 
reservations I had - but changing the dates to Oct 23 thru Nov 1.’
 […]
 You can’t quit now, Ralph – we have to go thru with it.157
Despite his initial determination, however, Thompson soon bogged down in the story and 
became increasingly hostile towards the fight, the Zaire government, indeed Africa itself
As Steadman recollects,
 There was one memorable moment when one afternoon a light aircraft flew over us 
pulling a banner which bore the words: ‘MOBUTU WELCOMES YOU TO KINSHASA.’
 ‘Oh, God!’ said Hunter, a half-smile on his face, but held back, a faraway look in his eyes, 
as though he was thinking ahead. He was.
 ‘I’d like to hire that fucker up there for an afternoon,’ he said. ‘Oh, yes, we could write 
a screamer for that ourselves, Ralph, with those big felt pens of yours. Something to 
send shock waves through the nerve ends of everyone here. Something like’- and he was 
looking down through the floor, as it were – ‘something like “BLACK IS WEIRD”.’158
 
It is, perhaps, Mailer who can best provide insight into what may have been going on in 
Thompson’s mind as he grappled with the task of turning Zaire into Gonzo gold:
 When Mailer thought about Don King it was with Hunter Thompson’s remark, “Bad 
Genet.” Never did materials seem so ready for the sensational repudiation Hunter could 
give to organized madness. Yet any good writer knew satire would violate too much here. 
It was like coming onto a goldfield and discovering your glints were not gold but foodstuff, 
half horse manure, half manna.159
Discovering a world too bizarre to lampoon, too overtly manipulative to need exposure, 
157 Ralph Steadman, The Joke’s Over (New York: Harcourt, Inc., 2006), 123-124.
158 Ibid., 126. 
159 Mailer, The Fight (New York: Vintage International Edition, 1997: originally published Boston: Little Brown, and 
Company, 1975), 121.
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Thompson simply walked away. In this light, it can be seen that there are limitations to the 
Gonzo approach – it is eminently suited to extracting and amplifying the bizarre elements 
of events and circumstances that are seemingly mundane (the Kentucky Derby is generally 
considered a hallowed event in the U.S. sports calendar, just as the Presidential elections are 
considered a standard fixture of the American political scene), but breaks down in the face of 
surface absurdities that are not in any fashion obscured by artifice or sham. Similarly, Gonzo 
apparently fails in the face of circumstances that completely defy the logic or sensibilities of the 
journalist involved. Thompson was so overwhelmed by the ineffability of Zaire and its (political) 
culture that he was incapable of formulating a reaction.   
In addition to any artistic considerations he may have had with respect to his freelance 
commissions, increased notoriety, marital pressures (he and Sandra Conklin, his wife since 1963, 
divorced in 1979) and a lack of focus in his work following his Washington tour of duty led 
to increasingly erratic behavior on Thompson’s part. His failure to produce gradually became 
legendary, in particular given his habit of running up extraordinary tabs for “expenses.”160 The 
degree to which Thompson’s growing fame may have had a detrimental effect on his ability 
to produce the type of journalism he wished to write cannot be underestimated. By the mid-
1970s, Thompson had become a cult figure, known almost as much for his drug use and fast 
living, as described in detail in his books and writing, as his actual literary output. Exemplary 
of this is his inclusion in the highly topical Pulitzer- prizewinning cartoon Doonesbury, by Garry 
Trudeau, as the drug-addled gun fetishist Uncle Duke.161  Thompson’s threat to rip Trudeau’s 
lungs out did little to dim his controversial image. 
Thompson was more susceptible to the trap of fame than most because of the nature 
of his writing process. It was his very ability to immerse himself in the story, to participate in 
the story, and explode the subject from within that gave Gonzo much of its power. As soon 
as Thompson himself became the subject of popular media scrutiny, it became increasingly 
difficult, if not impossible, for him to “ride the strange torpedo” of the Gonzo Method to 
a successful end.162 As such, Gonzo is an act of creative self-immolation. The practitioner of 
Gonzo writing is, if successful at the craft, doomed to failure in later endeavors due to his or 
her own celebrity as a Gonzo writer. Once the observer reaches too much of a critical mass, 
it becomes impossible to properly observe: if the observer is too much of an interference, the 
results will become meaningless and too self-referential. However, this is by no means to say 
that Thompson was thus bereft of the ability to write effectively. It simply means that his ability 
to perform the Gonzo act became increasingly difficult as his career progressed and required 
increasingly extensive precautions in order to succeed.163 
160 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 212.
161 See, for a representative collection of “Uncle Duke” cartoons, Garry Trudeau, Action Figure! (Kansas City: Andrew 
McMeel Publishing, 1992).
162 Carroll, Hunter, 188-189.
163 See Harriet Fier in Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 202. See McKeen, 
Outlaw Journalist, 231-232 for burden of celebrity in the 1970s; see Ralph Steadman, The Joke’s Over, 184-185 on effect 
of growing fame on their creative relationship and dynamic.
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3.3.4   War Correspondent: Gonzo in Vietnam
Thompson’s misadventures as a war correspondent in Vietnam are illustrative of the trap in which 
he now found himself caught. In 1975, Thompson went to Saigon to cover the last days of the 
Vietnam War for Rolling Stone. By this time, U.S. involvement in the war was down to a bare 
minimum.164 Thompson’s arrival in Vietnam proved to be news in itself, his reputation preceded 
him. While he had no trouble connecting with fellow journalists, they were hesitant to take him 
out in the field as they believed his Gonzo hijinks could easily get them all killed in the volatile 
environment of the crumbling South Vietnamese defense.165 It no doubt hampered Thompson’s 
ability to function that shortly after arriving in Saigon he discovered that Wenner, in a fit of 
pique, had fired him as the official Rolling Stone war correspondent and dropped him from the 
company insurance bond. Thompson claimed he had gone to Vietnam on Wenner’s “greed-
crazed instructions” and was furious that this was the thanks he got.166 Ironically, Thompson 
did manage to pull himself together long enough — he was terrified he was going to get 
caught behind enemy lines without a way out of the country and believed he might get killed 
in the crossfire of Saigon street fighting — to write a four-thousand word dispatch, only to see 
Wenner reject it in favor of another article from Vietnam by Thompson’s fellow correspondent 
Laura Palmer.167 It was not until 1985 that Rolling Stone published Thompson’s “war reporting”; 
Thompson himself also anthologized some of this work in Songs of the Doomed in the section 
on “The Seventies.” This included a letter he had supposedly written seeking employment with 
the North Vietnamese Army (“Confidential Memo to Colonel Giang Vo Don Giang”).
3.4   Gonzo Recovery: An Endorsement and a Eulogy in Fear and Loathing 
Despite Thompson’s failure to file anything noteworthy on either the war in Vietnam or one of 
the great boxing matches of the century, the mid-1970s is remarkable as a period in Thompson’s 
career on the merit of two pieces that did make it to publication, “Jimmy Carter and the Great 
Leap of Faith” (1976) and “The Banshee Screams for Buffalo Meat” (1977), on Carter’s ascent 
from obscure Georgia governor to Presidential hopeful and the disappearance of Oscar Zeta 
Acosta, respectively. Both articles form what appears to be a retreat from the Gonzo approach 
to journalism, but in truth are the first steps in a process of accommodation necessitated by 
Thompson’s changed stature as a journalist. As was stated previously, Gonzo requires the writer 
to have a certain degree of anonymity or obscurity in order to succeed. If the individual covering 
a story is too well known, the reactions of the people in the story will be biased and the ability 
164 The United States military presence in Vietnam ended in March of 1973 as a result of the Agreement on Ending the War 
and Restoring Peace in Vietnam (the Paris Peace Accords), but the U.S. still had a substantial diplomatic mission and press 
contingent in South Vietnam  in 1975. Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh City) fell on April 30, 1975. 
165 See Carroll, Hunter, 179-184. 
166 McKeen, Hunter S. Thompson, 167.
167 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 214-215 and Carroll, Hunter, 184. 
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of the journalist to become embedded in the story will be lost. Given that one of the precepts 
of Gonzo journalism is that it is an endeavor aimed at unearthing the truth within a story by 
moving beyond mere fact to include making the reader privy to the experience of the story, it is 
clearly not feasible for the writer of the story to be too much of an idiosyncratic or irreplaceable 
element in the story. The irony of Thompson’s career at this point is that he had created a niche 
in the world of journalism that hinged on his not becoming famous, but he had become so 
successful as an innovative writer of non-fiction that not only was he now a celebrity but his 
audience hungered for him to continue doing what they believed he did best, which was Gonzo. 
It was, however, becoming increasingly difficult to meet this market demand, precisely because 
of the success of such works as Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Fear and Loathing: On the 
Campaign Trail ’72. If Thompson was going to remain a viable force in American journalism, 
he was again going to be required to reinvent his approach to writing and story coverage. In 
“Jimmy Carter” and “Banshee,” Thompson turned inward by limning autobiography to feature 
journalism: both articles are revelatory in nature in that Thompson uses the mechanism of the 
fictional creative arc to show how individuals are affected by the stories that make the news, in 
this case the rise of a political star (Carter) and the demise of a cult icon (Acosta). 
3.4.1 “Jimmy Carter and the Great Leap of Faith”
In “Jimmy Carter and the Great Leap of Faith” (1976), Thompson presents himself as a political 
“burnt-out case” who finds redemption at Law Day ceremonies in Georgia. There to cover 
Edward Kennedy’s speech at the University of Georgia, Thompson is stunned by the words and 
demeanor of the incumbent Georgia governor, Jimmy Carter. He journeys to Georgia expecting 
a Southern hack; in the article, he refers to one of Carter’s predecessors, Lester Maddox, as a 
“white trash dingbat” and draws the lineage of Southern politicos thus:
 Ever since the first cannonballs fell on Fort Sumter in 1861, Southern politics has been 
dominated by thieves, bigots, warmongers, and buffoons. There were governors like Earl 
Long in Louisiana, “Kissin’ Jim” Folsom in Alabama and Orval Faubus in Arkansas... and 
senators like Bilbo and Eastland from Mississippi, Smathers and Gurney from Florida... and 
Lyndon Johnson from Texas.168
In Jimmy Carter, however, Thompson discovers a politician worthy of his respect; despite 
his deep-rooted distrust of office holders, he has to admit he is actually taking a liking to the 
man. As the article progresses, it moves away from the random bizzarie of the introduction, in 
which Thompson flings a variety of weird newspaper headlines at the reader in an attempt to 
illustrate the twisted state of the world, towards a more cool-headed analysis of Jimmy Carter’s 
prospects as a Presidential candidate:
168 “Jimmy Carter and the Great Leap of Faith,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 455.
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 It is a very alluring vision, and nobody understands this better than Jimmy Carter. The 
electorate feels a need to be cleansed, reassured and revitalized. The underdogs of 
yesteryear have had their day, and they blew it. The radicals and reformers of the Sixties 
promised peace, but they turned out to be nothing but incompetent trouble-makers. Their 
plans that had looked so fine on paper led to chaos and disaster when hack politicians 
tried to implement them. The promise of Civil Rights turned into the nightmare of busing. 
The call for law and order led straight to Watergate. And the long struggle between the 
Hawks and the Doves caused violence in the streets and a military disaster in Vietnam. 
Nobody won, in the end, and when the dust finally settled, “extremists” at both ends of 
the political spectrum were thoroughly discredited. And by the time the 1976 presidential 
campaign got under way, the high ground was in the middle.169 
Thompson was one of the first journalists to seriously suggest that Carter had a chance 
to win the White House (the Law Day speech was given in 1974: the article traces Thompson’s 
ongoing observation of Carter for the next almost two years), despite the weak hold Ford, 
the incumbent president, had on the polls.170 There is still some room for Gonzo flair, with 
Thompson describing his attempts to consume hard liquor while surrounded by Secret Service 
officers.171 Similarly, in this astute sketch of mid-1970s politics in the United States, there is also 
a riff about breakfast:
 The food factor should always be massive: four Bloody Marys, two grapefruits, a pot of 
coffee, Rangoon crepes, a half-pound of either sausage, bacon, or corned beef hash with 
diced chilies, a Spanish omelette or eggs Benedict, a quart of milk, a chopped lemon for 
random seasoning, and something like a slice of key lime pie, two margaritas and six lines 
of the best cocaine for dessert...172
Yet, in this case, unlike similar lists in such works as Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas,173 there 
is little sense that this imperative on breakfast serves any real function in this story. Whereas 
the inventory of drugs and later of food in Las Vegas gives the reader a feel for the drug-
fueled miasma through which the protagonists are observing the world, in “Jimmy Carter and 
the Great Leap of Faith,” it leaves much more of an impression of merely being a stylistic 
addition; it is faux Gonzo, for decorative purposes only. It can be argued here that Thompson 
is simply establishing his Gonzo credentials; he is still the man of “Kentucky Derby” and “Fear 
and Loathing.” In this respect, the overt Gonzo gestures are a form of branding. Likewise, 
Thompson’s description of attempts to pass off tumblers of Wild Turkey bourbon as iced tea 
appear more as Thompsonesque posturing than any attempt to extract a deeper truth from 
169 Ibid., 476.
170 Ron Rosenblum in Carroll, Hunter, 196.
171 “Jimmy Carter and the Great Leap of Faith,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 469-470.
172 Ibid., 465.
173 Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, 3.
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the situation. However, the ill-suited drinking does serve to throw into bold relief how bored 
Thompson appears to feel with his lot in life: his redemption at the hands of a very earnest and 
well-intentioned Jimmy Carter is, because of this, all the more resonant. In the end, there is a 
feeling of transcendence to the article. The greater truth of the subject matter in this particular 
case is not laid bare by the use of the standard Gonzo approach; the slow but persistent ebbing 
away of this Gonzo stance, in fact, leaves the reader with the greater truth that, yes indeed, 
Jimmy Carter may just be the real thing. 
In “Jimmy Carter,” Thompson can be seen to be  refashioning Gonzo to meet the 
challenges of his own career; now a well-known entity in journalism and a celebrity in his own 
right, he needed to alter the format to accommodate his enlarged presence in any story in 
which he might appear. In “Jimmy Carter,” he accomplishes this in part by turning inward; it is 
no longer of key importance that we understand what it feels like to be part of a given process, 
but we need to see how it can change us. Thompson sketches his epiphany with respect to 
Jimmy Carter by leading us through the process that led to the epiphany. As a known entity, 
with no small amount of abstract capital among his audience, this sudden gain of insight holds 
authority; thus, if Thompson experiences a change of heart through the process of witnessing 
the Law Day speech in the fashion that he did, we as the audience can trust in the validity of 
his new insight. Previously a guide to the exterior world, Thompson here has made himself a 
guide to the interior.   
3.4.2   “The Banshee Screams for Buffalo Meat”
Thompson’s other significant piece of the period, “The Banshee Screams for Buffalo Meat,” 
was a requiem of sorts for his friend and Vegas compatriot Oscar Zeta Acosta. In 1974, Acosta 
disappeared off the coast of Mexico under mysterious circumstances. This prompted Thompson 
to write one of his most personal pieces, and perhaps the finest piece of that period of his career. 
As the article commences, the reader is presented with an ongoing disagreement between 
Thompson and “the Editors” of Rolling Stone:  Thompson wants Rolling Stone to bankroll a 
search-and-rescue mission to find Oscar Acosta, who has gone “over the side” somewhere 
south of the border. The article then goes on to tell the life story of Acosta, one-time missionary 
in Panama, former activist lawyer in L.A., and of late a semi-successful author. The perspective is 
initially that of the second person, with Thompson talking to the missing Acosta:
 Were there any of Nixon’s friends among all those Superior Court judges you subpoenaed 
and mocked and humiliated when you were trying to bust the grand jury selection system 
in L.A?  How many of those Brown Beret “bodyguards” you called “brothers” were deep-
cover cops  in your apartment or informants? I recall being seriously worried about that 
when we were working on that story about the killing of Chicano journalist Ruben Salazar 
by an L.A. county sheriff’s deputy. How many of those bomb-throwing, trigger-happy 
freaks who slept on mattresses in your apartment were talking to the sheriff on a chili-hall 
pay phone every morning? Or maybe to the judges who kept jailing you for contempt of 
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court, when they didn’t have anything else?174 
It shifts to the third person, in which Thompson lays out the “facts” of Acosta’s life, as the tone 
moves from sorrow regarding the loss of a friend to an assumedly more clear-eyed evaluation 
of the character and qualities of Acosta, though this section can by no means lay claim to 
objectivity in even the broadest sense of the word.
The article ends with an impressionistic first-person narrative of their time together. As 
was the case in “Jimmy Carter and the Great Leap of Faith,” there is a sense of progression in 
this article, a true dramatic arc as Thompson deals on paper with the truth that his friend, and 
sometimes thorn in his side, is truly gone:
 We are all better off without him. Sooner or later he would have had to be put to sleep 
anyway. ... So the world is a better place, now that he’s at least out of sight, if not certifiably 
dead.
 He will not be missed – except perhaps in Fat City, where every light in the town went dim 
when we heard that he’d finally cashed his check.175 
Both “Jimmy Carter” and “Banshee” are markedly mature pieces of writing in that there 
is a subtlety to the treatment of the content — Carter and Acosta are both presented as three-
dimensional characters with both virtues and flaws — and in the honesty with which Thompson 
presents himself: in “Jimmy Carter,” he is a narrator not just in need of redemption, but one 
who is willing to submit to it; in “Banshee,” the rough veneer of his antagonistic friendship 
with Acosta is stripped away to reveal an honest kinship, but also a conflicted one. Thompson 
loves Acosta unconditionally but cannot mourn his loss for the very qualities that led him to love 
Acosta are the ones that led to his disappearance.
The articles are further evidence of maturity in Thompson’s work in that here Gonzo 
flourishes are used here as a recognizable stylistic flourish that serves both to brand the article as 
a Thompson product and to provide familiar décor for his readers: while the Fear and Loathing 
books are much more powerful works, the balance struck here is remarkable; the articles are still 
unmistakably Thompson with many of  the trademarks attributes of his writing, yet the Gonzo 
features being displayed here in no way detract from Thompson’s ability in the two articles to 
communicate a good amount of rote information — specific details needed to understand the 
issues at hand in the respective stories — or to make clear how the events are contributing to 
his developmental arc. It is here, in “Jimmy Carter” and “Banshee,” that Thompson earnestly 
sought out a balance between his own invention, the narrative considerations of the short story, 
and traditional reporting.
Here, Thompson constructed, more than in previous work, a structural mechanism that 
174 “The Banshee Screams for Buffalo Meat,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 497.  
175 Ibid., 516.
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was truly complex and yet unobtrusive: in “Jimmy Carter,” manipulation of the time line creates 
a sense of immediacy and relevance to the Law Day speech, despite it being two years in the 
past, while the shifting of perspectives in “Banshee” amplifies the significance of Thompson’s 
own emotions and attitudes with respect to Acosta, as he argues first from the perspective of 
fellow witness, then from that of the quasi-objective reporter, and finally from the perspective 
of a sufferer of personal loss on the meaning of the life of Acosta. It is after honing his skills 
on these two articles that Thompson was ready to finish the decade with the literary statement 
he wanted to make in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas on the topic he could not write about in 
1975: Muhammad Ali. 
3.4.3   Redemption in the Near Room: “Last Tango in Las Vegas”
Forced by market exigencies to reluctantly take a sabbatical from Gonzo in the mid-1970s, 
Thompson had sharpened his skills at narrative structure in such works as “Jimmy Carter and 
the Great Leap of Faith” and “The Banshee Screams for Buffalo Meat.” As this sojourn away 
from Gonzo in the mid-1970s was inaugurated by his inauspicious failure to produce an article 
on the Ali-Foreman fight, it is fitting that this period in his career was brought to a close with a 
more successful run at capturing Ali in feature form.
In 1978, Muhammad Ali was preparing for the grand finale of his career, a title fight 
against Ken Norton that promised to be a fitting last match in a career known for its share 
of epic bouts. It was never to be. In what was supposed to be a routine defense of his title in 
February of 1978, Ali lost the title to a light-heavyweight named Leon Spinks, a fighter with just 
seven professional victories to his name before the title fight. 
Thompson decided to follow Ali as he trained for the rematch scheduled for September of 
the same year. He was not, however, as interested in Ali the boxer as he was in Ali the cultural 
icon. For years, Ali had been a controversial figure in American sports, as much known for 
his stance on the Vietnam war (he was a conscientious objector) and his lyrical flourishes (he 
predicted fight outcomes in rhyme and claimed he could “float like a butterfly, sting like a bee”) 
as for  his achievements in the ring. Thompson sought to define the Ali that seemed to polarize 
American sports.
“Last Tango in Vegas”176 is a seemingly straightforward piece of feature journalism based 
on the observation that Ali had sustained more than just a laudable and lengthy career as a 
boxer, but was  in fact a high wire act of miraculous proportions as he carved out a place for 
himself as athlete activist and philosopher-fool. In order to properly define Ali, Thompson needed 
176 “Last Tango in Vegas” was originally published in two parts, as “Last Tango in Vegas: Fear and Loathing in the Near 
Room” and “Last Tango in Vegas: Fear and Loathing in the Far Room” in the May 4 and May 18, 1978 issues of Rolling 
Stone. The “near room” is a boxing concept that refers to the place your consciousness goes just before you are about 
to lose a fight. The first part of “Last Tango in Las Vegas” focuses primarily on Ali’s background, his boxing history, and 
his loss to Leon Spinks in February of 1978; the second part deals mostly with Ali’s preparations to take back the title in 
September of 1978.  
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to get close. This proved not to be easy. Ali is a friendly enough man, but like Killy and Nixon, 
he is buried under layers of media contrivance and gate-keeping assistants. Here, Thompson 
takes an approach different from that in “Killy” and “Nixon Doll,” giving the members of Ali’s 
entourage a more organic role in the piece: the reader is given their perspective, in addition to 
that of Thompson:
 Life had been good to Pat Patterson for so long that he’d almost forgotten what it was like 
to be anything but a free-riding, first-class passenger on a flight near the top of the world.
 It is a long, long way down from the frostbitten midnight streets around Chicago’s Clark 
and Division to the deep-rug hallways of the Park Lane Hotel on Central Park south in 
Manhattan… but Patterson had made that trip in high style, with stops along the way in 
London, Paris, Manila, Kinshasa, Kuala Lumpur, Tokyo and almost everywhere else on that 
circuit where the menus list no prices and you need at least three pairs of $100 sunglasses 
just to cope with the TV lights every time you touch down at an airport for another frenzied 
press conference and then a ticker-tape along the avenue to the Presidential Palace and 
another princely reception.177
Thompson presents the figures that make up Ali’s entourage with a great deal of care for 
detail, pointing out that this inner circle is not undivided: among Ali’s coterie there is a distinction 
between those handlers such as Drew “Bundini” Brown and Harold Conrad, who have been 
with Ali since before he had changed his name from Cassius Clay and regained the title after 
being stripped of it by the boxing authorities for his decision to refuse service in the U.S. military, 
and those members of the Ali “family” who had been inducted later like Patterson. Thompson 
sees parallels between Ali’s coterie and the White House staffs of various U.S. presidents: 
 Kilroy and  Conrad are The Champ’s answer to Ham and Jody178 – but mad dogs and 
wombats will roam the damp streets of Washington before Jimmy Carter comes up with 
his version of Drew “Bundini” Brown, Ali’s alter ego and court wizard for so long now that 
he can’t really remember being anything else.179 
The presidential allusions continue as Thompson sketches out Ali’s rise through the ranks of 
professional boxers. His first opponent for the title, Sonny Liston, is defined as the end product 
of years of corrupt and cowardly politics at the top of the international boxing organizations.
Floyd180 was “The Champ” and he used that fact as leverage as Richard Nixon would later learn 
177 “Last Tango in Vegas: Fear and Loathing in the Near Room,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 547.
178  Hamilton Jordan and Jody Powell, Carter’s Chief of Staff and Press Secretary, respectively.
179 “Last Tango in Vegas: Fear and Loathing in the Near Room,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 548.
180  Floyd Patterson was World Heavyweight Boxing Champion from 1956 to 1959 and from 1960 to 1962. For details on 
the machinations surrounding Patterson’s defense of title and the rise of Sonny Liston, see Nick Tosches, The Devil and 
Sonny Liston (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 2000).
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to retreat behind the odious truth that “I am, you know, The President.”
[…]
 Richard Nixon abused karma, chickens, and even bread for so long that they all came 
home at once and totally destroyed him … And Floyd Patterson’s neurotic, anal-compulsive 
reluctance to get in the ring with anything at all with two arms and legs under the age of 
thirty was what eventually created the vacuum that hatched Sonny Liston, an aging ex-con 
who twice turned poor Floyd to jelly, just by climbing in the ring.181
Finally, Thompson goes so far as to define Ali’s “reign” as a champion boxer in terms of 
presidential politics stating that 
 Six presidents had lived in the White House in the time of Muhammad Ali. Dwight 
Eisenhower was still rapping golf balls around the Oval Office when Cassius Clay, Jr. won 
a gold medal for the U.S. as a light-heavyweight in the 1960 Olympics and then turned 
pro and won his first fight against a journeyman heavyweight named Tunny Hunsaker in 
Louisville on October 29th of that same year.182
In the first part of the feature, titled “Fear and Loathing in the Near Room,” Thompson 
is primarily interested in establishing how embedded Ali is in the contemporary American 
psyche and the reach of his cultural significance. Referring to politics places him on a par with 
government figureheads, and even statesmen. However, at this stage Thompson’s analysis of Ali 
is still impersonal – and his positioning of Ali in the American cultural pantheon, while spirited, 
lacks resonance. 
It is in the second part of the article, “Fear and Loathing in the Far Room,” that Thompson 
captures the “truth” about Ali. In this section, there is more of a Gonzo approach as Thompson 
injects himself into the story as a somewhat hapless and oft-times irreverent journalist who 
again needs an interview but is having a good deal of trouble getting one. Here, there is no 
substantial anger, however, only street theater. Thompson is used to being given the runaround 
by various and sundry celebrities. What has changed is that he is a cultural entity himself:
 I was, after all, the undisputed Gonzo champion of the world – and this giggling yoyo in 
the bed across the room from me was no longer the champion of anything, or at least 
nothing he could get a notary public to vouch for …so I sat back on the bureau with my 
head against the mirror and I thought, “Well, shit – here I am, and it’s definitely a weird 
place to be; but not really, and not half as weird as a lot of other places I’ve been.”183
As “The Far Room” progresses, Thompson’s truculence yields to his admiration of the man and 
181 “Last Tango in Vegas: Fear and Loathing in the Near Room,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 552.
182 Ibid., 551.
183 “Last Tango in Vegas: Fear and Loathing in the Far Room,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 567. 
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the article segues from the Gonzo absurdities of Thompson struggling for and getting interview 
sessions with Ali to a serious discussion of Ali’s preparations for the rematch with Spinks before 
launching into a lyrical definition of Ali as more than a boxer, indeed more than a celebrity, in 
order to illustrate the fascination the American people seem to have with the man.184
In “Last Tango in Vegas,” Thompson confirms that he has mastered the art of the feature 
protagonist in all its nuances. He is able to create a “character” out of the real people he is 
covering in order to define their significance. His portraits of Carter, Acosta, and Ali are no mere 
descriptions, but archetypes: the preacher-politician, the loose cannon, the eternal ingénue. 
Here, in briefly divorcing himself from his invention, or using it as a scalpel instead of as a 
cudgel, Thompson exhibits other literary strengths. The question in the coming years, as he 
returned to his established method of story coverage, would be to what extent he would be 
able to avail himself of these skills, and use them to sustain, and even increase the power of 
Gonzo as an expressive form.
 
3.5  Summary of Chapter III 
If the 1960s were the period of gestation for Gonzo and 1970 marked its birth, then the 1970s 
was the decade in which it matured as a form. The magazine market at this time was in flux and 
competition was keen. The short fiction market was stagnant and reader tastes were changing. 
Writers needed to crack this marketing code to get published. The 1970s saw three distinct 
periods in Thompson’s application, and to some extent non-application, of the form to the 
subject matter he was covering as a journalist, at this point in time primarily for Rolling Stone. 
In light of the developments sketched in earlier sections of this work, it is not surprising that 
Thompson’s work would feature so prominently in the pages of Rolling Stone. Even as it sought, 
as an initially specialized periodical, to broaden its horizons, there was an awareness that those 
writers recruited to cover these new areas of interest would have to appeal to the sensibilities 
of Rolling Stone’s core readership.   
In 1971, Thompson, on assignment in Las Vegas to cover the Mint 400 race, realized that 
Las Vegas was the hook he needed for his long-planned work on the death of the American 
Dream and that Gonzo was the only way to do it. The resulting book, Fear and Loathing in 
Las Vegas, was an instant hit. Though Thompson himself considered it a Gonzo masterwork, 
he felt the meticulous editing it had undergone betrayed the original principle that Gonzo be 
an unaltered word-photograph taken by the eye and mind of the writer. It was the Gonzo 
elements, however, particularly the focus on the writer deeply immersed in the material, which 
allowed the reader to make a visceral connection with the writer and garner insights and 
experiences along with him. This approach also gave the piece a narrative arc which made it 
more accessible. In this earliest phase of the genre’s development, coming as it did on the heels 
of Thompson’s Gonzo debut with “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved,” Thompson 
184 Ibid., 589. This section of “Last Tango in Vegas: Fear and Loathing in the Far Room” is presented in full in the Introduction, 
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was still wrestling with the form to the degree that he felt compelled to put down in writing the 
“rules” of Gonzo in the “Jacket Copy” of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and to declare that the 
work itself was perhaps a “failed experiment” in Gonzo. At the same time, he was continuing 
to practice more traditional journalistic forms, in “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan,” even as he 
struggled to perfect Gonzo; it is only with the publication of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas that 
his commitment to the Gonzo genre becomes more encompassing.
Yet, the success of Gonzo, initially in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and later in Fear and 
Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72 did not lead Thompson to produce significant work in 
the years immediately following their publication. In Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail 
’72, Thompson covered the presidential race as a Gonzo spectacle using all the techniques in 
his arsenal. Gonzo proved the perfect means to illustrate the hectic, disjointed environment of 
a political campaign. One unfortunate aspect of his long coverage of the campaign was that 
he became well-known and his growing fame would prove detrimental to later Gonzo efforts 
which required a certain degree of anonymity. In addition, the burnout he experienced resulted 
in his not writing about politics in this extensive fashion for the next twenty years and sent him 
into a creative slump. 
The mid-1970s saw Thompson struggling and sometimes failing to meet deadlines on 
crucial stories or filing subpar efforts. In order to come to grips with his own invention and the 
fame it had brought him, Thompson turned to a more restrained and, in terms of narrative, 
more rigorously structured writing to produce the highly personal and effective pieces “Jimmy 
Carter and the Great Leap of Faith” and “The Banshee Screams for Buffalo Meat.”
Finally, in the final phase of the maturation of the Gonzo form, Thompson was able to 
bring all of the elements together — the Gonzo approach, the solid narrative structure, and 
his own increasing fame — to produce the “Fear and Loathing in the Near Room/Far Room” 
articles. In the course of a decade, Thompson had positioned Gonzo as a marketable format, 
established himself as a literary persona, and developed techniques to deal with some of 
the threats to Gonzo’s sustainability. In a market increasingly devoid of general interest mass 
market periodicals, Thompson had carved out a niche as a “general interest” writer within the 
specialized context of the newer generation of publications. By 1979, Thompson had made 
considerable headway in making the economic and cultural environment that precluded his 
becoming a writer of fiction work to his advantage in making his living as a literary artist.
Gonzo was created in the 1960s and matured in the 1970s. Thompson was now a literary 
persona who had first positioned Gonzo as a marketable form and later developed techniques 
to deal with some of the threats to its sustainability.     
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MARATHON MAN
1979 - 1991
I gained some recognition, but I lost my appetite…
  Bob Dylan1 
4.1   Traveling on the Proud Highway: Thompson in Transition
By the late 1970s, Thompson had three well-received books to his name, had developed a 
loyal following, could lay claim to having invented an innovative approach to journalism and 
had subsequently shown he was not dependent on this invention for producing quality work. 
However, he had performed erratically in the mid-1970s and had failed to deliver significant 
work on three of the key stories he was sent to cover in that period: the resignation of Richard 
Nixon, the Ali-Foreman fight in 1974, and the fall of Saigon in 1975. By 1979, it was also clear 
that his readership had become increasingly interested in Gonzo as a lifestyle as opposed to 
it being a literary innovation: Hunter Thompson as a persona was eclipsing Thompson the 
writer. 2 Thompson’s meticulous descriptions of a lifestyle predicated on the individual pursuit 
of sensation through drugs, food, dangerous motorcycling, and fast cars, as well as a healthy 
disregard for the laws and mores of whatever community he happened to be in appealed to 
the Me Generation, those Baby Boomers who had left behind them the idealism of the 1960s 
and were turning towards more hedonic and self-centered endeavors.3  William McKeen argues 
that Thompson’s first incarnation as a writer needed to be cast aside by Thompson as it had 
been suffocated by his own celebrity.4 This is true to a very high degree, but perhaps more 
importantly, Thompson the writer was not just being subsumed by Thompson the celebrity but 
being overwhelmed by Thompson the lifestyle avatar. Increasingly, many of his fans did not want 
to read Gonzo, they wanted to live Gonzo.5  To the degree that readers desired Thompson’s 
writing, what was wanted was more of what he had produced in the Fear and Loathing books. 
As a result, Thompson found himself faced with juggling a number of freelance opportunities 
1 Bob Dylan, “Tough Mama” Planet Waves (New York: Columbia Records, 1974). 
2 Jann Wenner and Corey Seymour, Gonzo: The Life of Hunter S. Thompson (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 2007), 
212, 216; Paul Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson (London: Plexus, 1992), 
202-203.
3 Sam Binkley, Getting Loose: Lifestyle Consumption in the 1970s (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 5; see also Tom 
Wolfe, “The Me Decade and the Third Great Awakening,” New York Magazine, August 23, 1976 as retrieved from The 
Electric Typewriter website at www.tetw.org on July 28, 2015.   
4 William McKeen, Outlaw Journalist: The Life and Times of Hunter S. Thompson (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 
2008), 265. 
5 Ibid., 264.
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in the early 1980s while simultaneously trying to meet the demand on the part of audiences 
for live appearances in which outrageous behavior and conspicuous consumption was an 
expectation.6 He was further faced with the pressure to continue producing works in the Gonzo 
mien, even though this was proving increasingly difficult to achieve. There was a market for the 
Gonzo product, but it was now not primarily the written word and, to the degree that it was, it 
was not going to be easy to produce.7 In the light of this burgeoning public image and difficulty 
in providing his readers with the written product they desired, it is not surprising that the 1980s 
were a period in Thompson’s career marked by diversification into filmmaking, anthologizing 
of previous works, and an increased orientation to lifestyle and specialized publications. It is in 
this period that Thompson, a writer ever with his eye to the market, shifts from marketing his 
work to marketing himself.
4.2  The Unkindest Cut: Thompson Transferred from Print to Screen
In early 1979, Thompson optioned the film rights to “The Banshee Screams for Buffalo Meat” 
to Hollywood producer Art Linson, who wanted to debut as a director with a movie about “the 
twisted legend of Dr. Hunter S. Thompson.”8 Thompson’s willingness to sell the rights to such a 
personal testimony as “Banshee” to an untested director like Linson might seem surprising, but 
Thompson was, by 1979, a veteran of the film options market.9 Given his previous experience 
with selling rights to his stories to Hollywood as a way to supplement his income and given the 
capricious nature of the American film industry — only a small percentage of the properties 
sold to Hollywood production companies ever reach the production stage10 — the odds must 
have seemed small that “Banshee” would make it to the big screen.11 As Thompson put it in 
conversation with Paul Perry,
 I was selling options to my work all the time. I’ve optioned Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas 
a shitload of times. Playboy even ran a short piece about how Larry McMurtry was working 
6 Paul Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson (London: Plexus, 1992), 202-203
7 Peter Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird: The Twisted Life and Times of Hunter S. Thompson (New York: Hyperion, 
1993), 273-281.
8 Perry, 219. Linson produced Car Wash (1976) and American Hot Wax (1978) in the 1970s  and,  following his work with 
Thompson,  went on to produce Singles (1992 and Fight Club (1999). 
9 Jay Cowan, Hunter S. Thompson: An Insider’s View of Deranged, Depraved, Drugged Out Brilliance (Guilford, Connecticut: 
Lyons Press, 2009), 175-184. Cowan details Thompson’s work on a variety of projects that never came to fruition: The 
Day the Blood Ran Out (on the illegal organ trade), The Mole (about the CIA), and Cigarette Key (on drug smuggling), in 
addition to a half-hearted attempt to develop something called The Gonzo Book of Etiquette. Cowan points out that by 
1978-1979 Thompson was pitching ideas to Hollywood contacts on a regular basis.  In the 1990s, he developed the Nash 
Bridges television series with actor Don Johnson.  
10 It is estimated that the Screenwriters Guild of America, West received over 40000 screenplay and screen treatment 
registrations annually in the 1980s. See Syd Field, Selling a Screenplay: The Screenwriter’s Guide to Hollywood (New York: 
Dell Publishing, 1989), 4. 
11 It took more than two decades to produce the film version of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. The Rum Diary likewise 
spent years in pre-production. 
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on the screenplay. I don’t know if that was true and I really don’t care. People would pay 
me ten to fifteen thousand dollars for a six-month option and I gave it to them. I never 
thought they would make the film. One guy in London bought the option to Fear and 
Loathing and told me how he was going to nail the hands of alligators to the top of a bar 
to film the scene where everyone turns into reptiles. That was sicker than anything I could 
come up with, I told him. But I sold the option because I knew it wouldn’t get made. I 
thought the same thing was true this time but I was sadly mistaken.12
 
The first film based on Thompson’s work to reach the screen would be neither a critical nor 
a box office success.  Titled Where the Buffalo Roam, Linson’s filmic adaptation of “The Banshee 
Screams for Buffalo Meat” is a collage of the article itself, a sketchy outline of Thompson’s life 
as a Gonzo journalist, and various fictionalizations based on Thompson’s other works.13 Like 
Thompson in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, Linson chose to change the ethnic identity of 
Oscar Acosta in the film. Where he was converted into a Samoan named Dr. Gonzo in Vegas, 
here he became Laszlo, a Hungarian drug lawyer. 
At the outset, Thompson was nonetheless enthusiastic about the project, if somewhat 
sanguine about its viability.14 Linson’s statement of intent — the twisted legend of Dr. Hunter S. 
Thompson — should have served as a warning to Thompson as to the former’s agenda. Linson’s 
film never intended to be a celluloid representation of Thompson’s work; it was to be a 1980s 
hagiography of the man who wrote what had been called the “best book of the Dope Decade” 
in the 1970s. As such, it could not be expected to do much to further Thompson’s literary 
reputation, but could amplify his public image, certainly given that the producers chose as their 
tagline for the film one of Thompson’s more infamous quips: “I hate to advocate drugs, alcohol, 
violence or insanity…but they’ve always worked for me.” 
The screenplay was written by Linson and John Kaye. Kaye was known at the time 
primarily for writing the screenplay for American Hot Wax (1978), a biographical film about the 
controversial 1950s disc jockey Alan Freed. As an experienced biographical screenwriter, Kaye 
sensed the fine line that Thompson had to tread with respect to this project: while willing to 
sell himself as a commodity, Thompson was at this point still somewhat protective of his image: 
 I felt that Hunter wanted to protect himself. But I had seen that he also wanted the film 
to get made. He did a very astute job. He’s probably the best person I’ve ever seen do 
something like this – passively support something while distancing himself at the same 
time. And I thought that was a very diplomatic position to take. He didn’t want to hurt the 
movie. At the same time, he didn’t want to endorse it.15  
12 See Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 219.
13 William McKeen, Outlaw Journalist: The Life and Times of Hunter S. Thompson, 266-267. 
14 Anita Thompson, ed., Ancient Gonzo Wisdom: Interviews with Hunter S. Thompson, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: De 
Capo Press, 2009), 138.
15 Kaye as cited in Carroll, 211. Thompson was not the only one who had problems with the script. Garry Trudeau, the 
Doonesbury cartoonist who had added Thompson to his cast of characters as “Uncle Duke” questioned the wisdom of 
making the movie when given a copy of the script. See McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 267. 
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The shooting of the movie took place in the late summer of 1979.16 
Thompson was paid 65,000 dollars for the rights to the story and a fee of 25,000 dollars for 
consulting on the film.17 As part of the deal, he also received 24,000 dollars for work on a film 
about drug-running.18 The latter film was never produced. Finally, Thompson received a further 
25,000 dollars for providing additional dialogue used in the film.19 Clearly, there was good 
money to be made in film, but the most important result was the exposure Thompson stood 
to gain among mass audiences and the effect it could have on his public image. By marketing 
Thompson and Gonzo as cinematic commodities, the author and the mode of expression could 
be conveyed to an audience that need not read or have not yet read his works. 
Working on the film put him in contact with well-known actors like Bill Murray and 
Peter Boyle, who were cast as Thompson and Acosta/Laszlo, respectively. This in turn led to a 
short-lived informal involvement with Saturday Night Live, the NBC late night comedy show. 
Saturday Night Live was proclaimed to be Gonzo television comedy and various performers 
were Thompson fans, including original cast members John Belushi and Bill Murray. Bill Murray 
took to the role of Thompson with particular enthusiasm, as would Johnny Depp some twenty 
years later during the filming of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas.20 Thompson’s association with 
the show bolstered his image among college-educated urban viewers, which in turn increased 
demand for him on the college lecture circuit in the late 1970s.   
Where the Buffalo Roam proved to be a financial and critical failure, and deservedly so. It 
is an incoherent work that tends towards the farcical and provides little insight into Thompson, 
Acosta, or their friendship, even though it is supposedly based on “Banshee.”21 David Felton, a 
critic and erstwhile editor of Thompson’s work, eviscerated Where the Buffalo Roam in the May 
29, 1980 issue of Rolling Stone, stating that in it
 The cultural revolution of the Sixties is reduced to a Three Stooges routine, Hunter to some 
drug-damaged Curly (his invention of Gonzo is not even mentioned), and poor Oscar to a 
witless, raceless lawyer defending hippies in Haight-Ashbury.22 
16 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 250. 
17 Cowan contends that Thompson was primarily attracted to Hollywood because they were willing to pay him high fees 
for work that involved a minimum of writing and were willing to advance large sums without needing to see a finished 
product. See Cowan, 176. Cowan also maintains that it helped that Thompson barely had to leave the house for this work. 
18 The Cigarette Key project: see William McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 268-270 on the development of the Cigarette Key 
script. 
19 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 250-253. By comparison, Thompson was paid 40,000 dollars for the paperback 
rights to The Great Shark Hunt and received an estimated royalty payment of 75,000 dollars on the initial hardcover sales. 
See Whitmer, 256.   
20 Ibid,, 250-253. See also Perry, 220 and Carroll, Hunter, 211.  
21 Rolling Stone later published two pieces on the making of Where the Buffalo Roam, one entitled “Cut! Print! Perfect! 
Do it Again!” by Ralph Steadman and the other “When the Weird Turn Pro” by David Felton under the collective banner 
“Gonzo Goes to Hollywood” in the May 29, 1980 issue. In the introduction to the articles, the editors of Rolling Stone 
disavow any involvement in the making of the film.  
22 David Felton, “When the Weird Turn Pro,” Rolling Stone, May 29, 1980.
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Felton further points out that Linson and screenwriter Kaye appear to have missed the point of 
what they were trying to do, that is, capture the legend of Hunter S. Thompson, in that they 
bypassed almost the entirety of factual stories about Thompson to focus on their own bizarre 
and disjointed interpretations of his legend.  Thompson expressed disgust with some of the 
more slapstick elements added to the story, in particular an episode involving a chicken ranch: 
“Fucking chicken handlers in a film about me…this is ridiculous.”23 As John Kaye pointed out, 
Thompson was caught between seeing the project through to completion — as he wanted 
to see a film based on his work made — and distancing himself from this particular project 
as it was clear from early on that the result would likely not prove to be satisfactory.24 Given 
Thompson’s response to the film, it is clear that what he felt was gained by having had a film 
made of his life and work, the symbolic capital of such an endeavor being undertaken and 
distributed to a national audience, was negated by the inept execution of the project, which 
severely detracted from the public image he had thus far cultivated and created a completely 
false impression as to the nature of his written work by not giving it any proper representation 
in what was ostensibly a film based on his life and work.  
Film adaptations are a challenging proposition under the best of circumstances. As 
McLuhan makes clear, it is a medium that has its own set of guiding principles and inherently 
has its own agenda with respect to consumers, one that is very different from print.25 Given 
that Thompson was working at a career in print in the context of an image-inundated culture, 
it is not surprising that adaptations of his work to the screen would prove particularly difficult. 
It involved retrofitting his work to the visual context that had prompted it. As we have seen 
above, my contention is that Thompson’s work is a reaction to a cultural shift to television as 
a mainstay of cultural production and information provision. His work is not something that is 
to be viewed, but a form of print culture that is to be absorbed in the context of the plethora 
of visual images that bombard the reader unremittingly and with increasing force. Thompson 
needed to accommodate as a writer to a changing economic-cultural climate and did so, in 
no small part, by providing a viable print addition to television. The result was a subjective, 
self-referential, somewhat fictionalized format of journalism that involved participatory and 
provocative behavior on the part of the writer and invited a complex relation with his readers 
that relied on the latter understanding both the process and the product to which they were 
being made privy. 
The Hollywood film industry, however, operates within a very different paradigm that relies 
on seeking out the broadest common cultural denominator in order to ensure the financial 
success of any given project.26 Implied knowledge does not work well on screen, and excessive 
23 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 219
24 See Carroll, Hunter, 211. 
25 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New York: The New American Library, 1964), 248-259, 
in particular 252 on the quantity of data relayed and 255 on the multifaceted nature of the medium. 
26 Michael Pokorny and John Sedgwick, “The Characteristics of Film as a Commodity,”  eds. Michael Pokorny and John 
Sedgwick, An Economic History of Film (London: Routledge, 2004), 6-23, in particular 12-15. 
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narrative slows down the medium and weakens its effectiveness. Cinema is primarily a visual 
medium; the inclusion of vast swaths of Gonzo narrative turn it into an aural medium and defeats 
the purpose of film adaptation. The only way Gonzo writing could be brought to the screen was 
by bleeding it of what made it meaningful and powerful to begin with: its subjectivity in the 
face of false objectivity, its conscious pursuit of truth rather than facts, and its use of evocative 
language. As a consequence, the viewer is left with a cartoon about cartoon characters. Only 
the events as portrayed in the most literal sense remain; the underlying significance of what 
the characters are doing is lost in the adaptation process, sacrificed to the demands of the film 
medium. Thus, Gonzo seemed by its generic features unadaptable to the screen.   
It must have been clear well before the film went into post-production that there was 
trouble; as Perry reports, by the end of the picture the script was a crazy-quilt of rewrites, often 
a sign of uncertainty on the part of a film’s producers.27 To make matters worse, Thompson was 
subjected to doing the rounds at numerous Hollywood business meetings and more informal 
get-togethers, where it appeared he was being put on exhibit for their entertainment. As 
Thompson stated in 1980, 
 They would kind of nudge each other and say, ‘Here’s that nut Thompson’… I go to 
ICM where I am assigned an agent, who assigns me a studio who assigns me a director 
who screws things up. Right now Hollywood is screwing me with everything including 
Studebaker springs. And on top of it all, that piece of shit movie will be shown for the rest 
of my life!28 
As Thompson’s career progressed through the 1980s, a demarcation in his work becomes 
clear, a demarcation marked by a creative crisis. This crisis can, in turn, be traced back to a clear 
and widening schism between his literal value as a creator and his figurative value as a symbol 
of creation, a schism that began to take on distinct form with the release of Where the Buffalo 
Roam and the publication, discussed below, of a bestselling anthology of his work to date: 
The Great Shark Hunt (1979). To speak in Bourdieu’s terms, Thompson had previously been 
the recipient of both economic and symbolic revenue in fairly equal shares.29 In the 1970s, his 
royalties and fees from artistic production had grown with his fame and status as an artist. In the 
1980s, his ability to accrue wealth through the publication of new work was being overtaken by 
the marketability of his image as a writer. In fact, as has been pointed out previously, Thompson’s 
fame was actually hampering his ability to produce journalism on his terms. As his symbolic 
rewards increased, Thompson was being limited in his ability to earn financial rewards by means 
27 See Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 220. 
28 Ibid.
29 Pierre Bourdieu, The Rules of Art, 72. Symbolic reward can be expanded and narrowed as a concept in literary-sociological 
study to either refer solely to quantifiable recognition such as membership in academies, the reception of awards and 
honorary titles, and the publication of works in commemorative editions or to include such intangibles as fame and 
notoriety in general, cult of personality, and the attribution of public authority.
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of Gonzo journalism. Coping with this by seeking to convert his intangible fame and celebrity 
popularity into direct financial gain through film adaptation only exacerbated the problem, 
while additionally tainting his image as a legitimate outlaw writer. 
David Felton has argued that it was also Oscar Acosta’s disappearance and presumed 
death that precipitated Thompson’s writing slump as he fought to overcome his grief at the loss.
 
 Hunter found it almost impossible to keep writing. Finally, in the fall of 1977, in a fit of 
screaming paranoia, he lashed together the most anguished and personal work of his 
career. It was a eulogy to the Brown Buffalo, written for the tenth-anniversary issue of 
Rolling Stone. Until then, no one had realized how important Oscar’s friendship was to 
Hunter and, quite possibly, to his writing. Now that, I think, is a pretty rich legend, just ripe 
for a moving and meaningful movie.30 
It is biographically tempting to assume that Thompson faltered professionally in the face of 
this personal loss; it is more realistic to see his increasing inability to produce and publish his 
work in the light of his own growing celebrity and the dissonance between the growth of this 
celebrity and the ability to practice his craft on the terms the author had defined. In other words, 
Thompson was stymied in his writing by a public image that had obliterated the conditions he 
required to work meaningfully as a Gonzo journalist. 
Felton further argues that, for all its faults, the film may stand as an apt monument to 
Thompson’s career despite its being “[a]n embarrassing piece of hogwash utterly devoid of plot, 
form, movement, tension, humor, logic or purpose.”31 After all, Felton reasons, it says something 
about Thompson’s state of mind that Thompson was willing at that time (the late 1970s) to sell 
the legacy of Gonzo journalism to Hollywood, with its known proclivity for mythmaking and 
confabulation, without any apparent concern for what might be done with the material. As 
Felton puts it “…ironically and unwittingly, Art Linson may have painted a most telling picture 
Dr. Thompson. For only a drug-crazed greedhead would sell his name to such a cheap piece 
of exploitation.”32 In refutation of Felton, I would argue that going to Hollywood was a logical 
move for Thompson given the circumstance that growing fame (and indeed notoriety) was 
making it more difficult for him to earn money from writing at that particular point in time. 
The unforeseen effect, however, was that it only exacerbated the problem. If the fame he had 
acquired with the Fear and Loathing books was hampering his ability to practice Gonzo, and his 
celebrity as a literary outlaw was cementing his public persona in the popular culture, a film that 
portrayed him as a drug-addled thrill seeker was not likely to alleviate his predicament.       
The film did have one significant effect, even if it failed to become the monument to 
30 David Felton. “When the Weird Turn Pro,” Rolling Stone, May 29, 1980.   
31 Ibid., 39.   
32 Ibid., 39. In The Joke’s Over, Ralph Steadman concurs with Felton’s position, but then goes on to state that Thompson 
was acutely aware of the economic possibilities of the period and points out that Thompson’s mantra at the time was “The 
eighties are going to be all about paying the rent.” See Ralph Steadman, The Joke’s Over (London: Harcourt Brace and 
Company, 1998), 184. 
235
CHAPTER 4
the Gonzo way that Thompson might have desired. Packaged as a screwball drug comedy 
and starring two of the most popular comedy stars in the nation at that time, Where the 
Buffalo Roam introduced Thompson to an audience that had likely never read any of his works. 
As a result, he gained a new contingent of fans, one that was far more interested in his life 
than in his work. This only provided more fuel to efforts to maintain a position in the cultural 
marketplace through posturing but was likewise a point of concern to Thompson. As Perry 
points out, Thompson found it worrisome that people were equating his film persona with who 
he really was.33 
The period of the 1980s brings into sharp relief the interaction, and concomitantly the 
pressures, of the various forces, external (social and economic) and internal (the artist’s creativity) 
involved in the development and maintenance of a literary form. Gonzo was at the time an 
accepted form but needed to go through a period of refinement in order to accommodate ever-
changing social and economic circumstances and secure its position as a lasting entity. While he 
struggled to retool Gonzo, Thompson’s public activities in this period were largely concerned 
with both holding and expanding his audience by popularizing his image. 
 
4.3 Bound for Eternity: Thompson Anthologized in The Great Shark 
Hunt
The publication in 1979 of The Great Shark Hunt likewise marked this significant turning point 
in Thompson’s career. In the words of William McKeen,
 He was at the continental divide of his life. Suicide was all around. In the place of an 
author photo on the back, there was a Ralph Steadman illustration of Hunter with a gun 
to his head. The introduction was a suicide note for the First Him, the one who failed to 
chronicle the death of the American Dream, the one who had been so suffocated by his 
own celebrity that he could no longer do his work, the one who was seen as a pied piper 
for drugs and debauchery. He wanted to get rid of that Him.34 
 
As a representative anthology of Thompson’s work to that point, the book marked the end of an 
era. Thompson himself sensed so and alluded to it in the “Author’s Note” to the book: he finds 
it bewildering that he is already a forty-year-old writer, sitting in a New York high-rise room, 
and compiling a table of contents for his collected works as if he were already dead.35 Outside, 
and twenty-eight stories below, is the Plaza Fountain. He ruminates on ending it all, just as he 
completes this anthology of his work:
33 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 221: “They think I’m the guy in the 
movie, not the guy I am. They’re frightening.” 
34 McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 264-265.
35 The “Note” led to some confusion among biographers and other commentators; Thompson speaks of being forty and 
the book in which the “Author’s Note” was included was published in 1979, leading a number of writers to conclude that 
his birth year was 1939. However, the editing and publication of The Great Shark Hunt was a rather protracted effort. 
Thompson wrote the “Author’s Note” in 1977, two years before The Great Shark Hunt finally went to press.
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 … I have already lived and finished the life I planned to live – (13 years longer, in fact)36 – 
and everything from now on will be A New Life, a different thing, a gig that ends tonight 
and starts tomorrow morning. 
 So if I decide to leap for The Fountain when I finish this memo, I want to make one thing 
perfectly clear – I would genuinely love to make that leap, and if I don’t I will always 
consider it a mistake and a failed opportunity, one of the few serious mistakes of my First 
Life that is now ending. 
 But what the hell? I probably won’t do it (for all the wrong reasons), and I will probably 
finish this table of contents and go home for Christmas and then have to live with all this 
goddamn gibberish I’m lashing together.37
Despite Thompson’s view that this was something of a literary epitaph, there are some 
interesting omissions. 38  None of his early work for the Command Courier was included, nor 
were any of the articles he did for the Fort Walton Beach Playground News used. It was also 
perceived as something of an editorial mess. In David Felton’s view, it was “probably the worst-
edited and most self-indulgent book since the Bible.”39 In addition to failing to include early 
articles from his tenure at the Command Courier and The Playground News that would have 
shown Thompson’s progress from early promise to Gonzo success to greater effect, the manner 
in which the pieces are organized is eccentric, one article is incomplete, and explanation and 
the provision of a proper context on the part of the author is non-existent. When challenged on 
this by Felton, among others, Thompson responded,
 I just thought it should be in a permanent record. I thought it would be pretty fun to see 
the development from the Air Force to the Ali piece. It seems like I’ve been writing the 
same thing, really, since I was eighteen years old. Looking back on it, I was surprised at 
the consistency of even the style, in terms of the attitude … I’ll stand by this. It’s messy, it’s 
fucked up; it’s not a bad book.40 
In essence, Thompson decided to provide a Gonzo edit to his first collection of works; it did in 
fact bear as its subtitle “The Gonzo Papers, Volume 1,” a designation which was maintained in 
subsequent publications: Generation of Swine (1988) is Volume 2, Songs of the Doomed (1990), 
Volume 3, and Better than Sex (1994), Volume 4, even though the latter is not technically an 
36 Thompson was wont to predict that he would not live past the age of 28. See “Author’s Note,” The Great Shark Hunt, 
17 and see also Whitmer, 247.
37 “Author’s Note,” The Great Shark Hunt, 17. 
38 Most of Thompson’s best articles were, however,  included in The Great Shark Hunt, including “Presenting The Richard 
Nixon Doll,” “The Temptations of Jean-Claude Killy,” “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved,” “Strange Rumblings 
in Aztlan,” “The Banshee Screams for Buffalo Meat,” “Fear and Loathing at the Super Bowl,” and “Last Tango in Vegas.” 
Also included were sections from his three published books at that time, Hell’s Angels, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, and 
Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72. Finally, a number of earlier articles were included in the volume, including 
“A Southern City with Northern Problems” and “What Lured Hemingway to Ketchum?”.  
39 See Carroll, Hunter, 206.
40 Ibid., 207. 
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anthology. Somewhat inconsistently, his final two books, Kingdom of Fear and Hey Rube were 
not denoted as Gonzo Paper volumes.
It was to be expected that he would include such works as “The Kentucky Derby is 
Decadent and Depraved,” “The Temptations of Jean-Claude Killy,” and “Presenting: The Nixon 
Doll” in The Great Shark Hunt, but the wisdom of including the poem “Collect Call from a Mad 
Dog” or even the feature article “A Southern City with Northern Problems” is questionable. 
Perhaps Thompson felt the need to include the single article he wrote for The Reporter because 
of the host publication more than on the basis of the merits of the piece itself: by the time 
that The Great Shark Hunt was compiled, The Reporter, arguably one of the most influential 
low-circulation periodicals in the U.S. during the 1950s and 1960s, was defunct. Likewise, 
the inclusion of “Living in the Time of Alger, Greeley, Debs” was a good choice, but the 
addition of an in-house interview at Rolling Stone on the occasion of the publication of Ralph 
Steadman’s America had little apparent added value as it is neither Gonzo nor representative 
of a longstanding feature of Thompson’s career, as Thompson was not known for long-form 
interviews.  “Living in the Time…” is a sensitive but searing portrait of the fate of tramp 
industrial diggers and machine operators in an increasingly corporate road-building and mining 
landscape in the American West.
“Living in the Time…” is representative of a line in Thompson’s work that is often 
underestimated, that of the nostalgic sentimentalist. “Living in the Time,” “When the Beatniks 
were Social Lions,” “What Lured Hemingway to Ketchum,” “The ‘Hashbury’ is the Capital of 
the Hippies,” and “Those Daring Young Men in Their Flying Machines… Ain’t What They Used 
to Be!” are all suffused with a melancholy sense that the world is a bit diminished with the 
loss of the romance of the tramp worker, the true Beat writer, the great post-WWI writers, the 
Counter Culture in its purest incarnation, and the old-school test pilot, respectively. Though this 
melancholy is not completely missing from his better-known Gonzo works, as in his eulogy to 
the sixties in Vegas, it is not an outstanding feature of these works. In The Great Shark Hunt, 
it was no doubt a revelation to those readers who knew him primarily or only for the Fear and 
Loathing books or Hell’s Angels. 
An example of Thompson’s melancholy mode of nostalgia that deserves in-depth treatment 
is “Those Daring Young Men in Their Flying Machines… Ain’t What They Used to Be!” This 
story of Joe Cotton, a recently retired test pilot who is viewed by his former colleagues as 
one of a dying breed, predominantly displays Thompson’s ambivalence about technological 
developments, which he both embraced and, to some extent, resented for displacing older 
valued traditions. Cotton is one of the last pilots in the service to achieve the status of test 
pilot, an elite within the USAF, without the benefit of a college degree and without having been 
subjected to the rigorous screening procedures developed by the military in the Space Age. 
Thompson understands the military’s desire for aviators schooled in science and engineering 
and the necessity of extensive selection in an era when a single aircraft costs tens of millions of 
dollars, and yet:
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 It is always a bit of a shock to meet an original, unfettered mind, and this was precisely the 
difference between Colonel Joe Cotton and the young pilots I met on the base. The Air 
Force computers had done their work well: They have screened out all but the near-perfect 
specimens. And the science of aviation will benefit, no doubt, from the ultimate perfection 
of flight-test equations. Our planes will be safer and more efficient, and eventually we will 
breed all our pilots in test tubes. 
 Perhaps it will be for the best. Or maybe not.41 
Later in the article, Thompson points out that the differences in the answers he received 
to a query about Vietnam are crucial. Where the iconoclastic Cotton is aware of the moral and 
ethical problems in warfare, all the new generation seems to care about is the technology. In 
discussing the war with a young test pilot from Virginia, Thompson is told, 
 “Well, I’ve changed my mind about the war,” he said. “I used to be all for it, but now I 
don’t give a damn. It’s no fun anymore, now that we can’t go up north. You could see your 
targets up there, you could see what you hit. But hell, down south all you do is fly a pattern 
and drop a bunch of bombs through the clouds. There’s no sense of accomplishment.”42 
    
By relying on standardized criteria and computer selection, what has been lost is a crucial quality. 
The Air Force may be more effective on a technological level, but it has lost its soul.43
The Great Shark Hunt would be Thompson’s bestselling book and it remains in print to 
this day. The degree to which it contributed to establishing Thompson’s reputation among 
a wider audience cannot be underestimated. Given Thompson’s haphazard editing and the 
preponderance of articles and excerpts in which Thompson himself played a role, it doubtless 
also contributed to the growing Thompson mythology that lifted his fame well beyond the circle 
of his core readership.  
       
4.3.1 The Gonzo Life as a Marketable Asset 
The progression towards and the invention and later adaptation of Gonzo journalism was 
Thompson’s reaction to a changing reality in the publishing market of the U.S. in the 1950s and 
1960s. The solution he sought to accommodate this shift in the market, a form of journalism 
reliant on author participation, increased subjectivity, and the use of structures and mechanisms 
drawn from fiction writing, was in turn the result of both a growing need on the part of 
periodical audiences for written materials that supplemented television and his own ambitions 
41 The Great Shark Hunt, 412. 
42 Ibid.
43 Interestingly, Thompson’s concerns are now shared by the military for a variety of reasons. As Douglas Waller points out 
in Air Warriors, Navy flight instructors have voiced concerns about the technocratic and careerist attitudes of many aviation 
candidates: some instructors are of the opinion that a lack of the proper sensibilities could prove disastrous in time of war. 
See Douglas Waller, Air Warriors (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1998).
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as an artist. What became clear in the 1970s, however, is that the practice of Gonzo was self-
destructive: success as a Gonzo writer made it difficult to work as a Gonzo writer. Additionally, 
Gonzo writing, certainly as practiced by Thompson, tended to focus a substantial amount of 
attention on the person who was writing it. This, in turn, leads to the persona of the writer 
eclipsing the writing itself. This, and the increasing degree of focus on the individual and lifestyle 
in the 1970s, led to Thompson becoming a much more viable commodity than his work in 
the late 1970s. It is, therefore, not surprising that by the late 1970s, Thompson’s temptation 
to engage in non-writing activities that were equally if not more lucrative than the writing 
itself became more pronounced44 as Thompson committed himself to a rigorous schedule of 
lecturing that lasted through the early 1980s.45 It is, in fact, the logical by-product of a career 
predicated on the principles of Gonzo and now being required to cater to the Me Generation 
market. Thompson had first been persuaded to join the public speaking circuit by Tom Wolfe 
who defined it as “…easy, lucrative and a nice ego melon, but I guess it is essentially a form of 
the worldwide Grand Jackoff.”46 As William McKeen points out, Thompson took this definition 
of paid lecturing to heart:
 Most of Hunter’s speaking engagements were question-and-answer sessions. He had no 
prepared texts, no rant about the state of modern journalism or politics. He just walked 
onstage to thunderous applause and opened it to questions. For the acolytes in attendance, 
this was fine. But many people in the academic community had no idea what to ask. They 
showed up only because the campus paper had said a famous writer was speaking.47 
By the late 1970s, then, Thompson was faced with the paradoxical problem that fame provided 
him with a means to make money, but made it impossible to make money doing what had 
made him famous in the first place. In addition, some of these avenues of earnings, such as 
selling the rights to his work for adaptation to film, were detrimental to his standing among 
cultural and literary critics, who felt it trivialized his work, and only amplified the celebrity he 
had, making it even more difficult to work as a Gonzo journalist. In this light, it becomes 
understandable that Thompson’s two key pieces from the late 1970s were works that were 
among his least Gonzo of the period. 
It would, however, be incorrect to conclude that Thompson was simply seeking the easy 
way out as he did these star turns at speaking engagements. As was established in Part I, 
Thompson was a conscious crafter of public image: early in his career, he sought the high road, 
and lamented those performances which appeared to compromise his public image as a serious 
writer. In the 1970s, he changed tactics, as is apparent from the following account by McKeen:
44 Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 276-278. 
45 William McKeen, Outlaw Journalist: The Life and Times of Hunter S. Thompson (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 
Inc., 2008), 264.
46 Ibid., 224.
47 Ibid.
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 The evenings Hunter spent on campus were chaotic. The young fans cheered when Hunter 
was asked about politics and called elected officials “communist buttfuckers.” They loved 
it when he said fuck or cocksucker, or when he took a gulp from his bottle of Wild Turkey. 
The true-believer fans asked him about Ibgaine or Oscar Acosta or other such minutiae of 
his work, and most of the others in the audience sat there baffled, as if they’d walked in 
on the middle of a lecture on quantum physics, so strange was the babble from the stage.
 This is where the character of Hunter Thompson…or Duke … began to emerge as a 
notorious figure.48 
Thompson’s main reason for reshaping his public image was that his writing base had 
shifted from such publications as the National Observer, The Reporter, and The Nation in the 
1960s to more countercultural publications as Rolling Stone and Scanlan’s Monthly in the 1970s, 
which were filling the void left by the displacement of the wide-circulation general interest 
periodicals by television. He shifted to these periodicals when they proved more accommodating 
to his type of journalism. Arguably, the public image needed to gain legitimacy in the markets of 
countercultural magazines would be vastly different from that required in the  markets of such 
publications as the National Observer. By performing on the public speaking circuit the way 
he did, he became a popular speaker who need not bother with an extraordinary amount of 
specific preparation and he kept his market viability alive in those countercultural publications 
whose editors were most tolerant of his idiosyncratic style and approach to journalism, even as 
he struggled through a fallow period in his career. 
It needs to be kept in mind that Thompson’s private persona was, in fact, different from 
the public persona he sculpted with his repeated performances as “Raoul Duke” and the wild 
man of political journalism. McKeen points out that Thompson was, in person, actually quite 
shy,49 that he was something of a health fanatic,50 and that he remained consistently well-
informed on topical events throughout the 1970s and 1980s. This was, after all, one of the 
first journalists to pick up on the potential appeal of Jimmy Carter as a presidential candidate 
in 1974. If Thompson was acting the fool onstage, it was a calculated act that provided him 
with an easy income and an added benefit of maintaining the validity, and therefore the sales, 
of his product.  
In addition, external developments were forcing him to again adapt his approach to writing 
in order to remain a viable freelance commodity, only now there were also countervailing forces 
that had not been present earlier in his career when he invented and refined Gonzo. First and 
foremost, as was discussed in Chapter III and the earlier section of Chapter IV, Thompson could 
no longer take shelter in anonymity. As a young writer in the 1960s, he had been able to 
immerse himself in the various worlds of the hippie, the biker gangs, and American expatriates 
48 McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 224-225.
49 Ibid., 225.
50 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 254. Perry quotes Thompson as stating: 
“I used to run the roads of Aspen or do push-ups, but now I go and play volleyball with strangers. It would ruin my 
reputation if people thought I was involved in any kind of health activities.” 
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in Latin America without drawing significant attention to himself. Even when he wrote Fear 
and Loathing in Las Vegas and Campaign Trail ’72, the recognition factor was still relatively low. 
By the early 1970s, Thompson had become a name recognized among journalists and 
readers of the Rolling Stone, but he had yet to achieve star status. Anonymity, complete or 
relative, provided Thompson with a tool of the Gonzo trade and protection while he experimented 
with form. It was a tool in that Thompson needed to be able to interact with his environment 
without the interference of celebrity or notoriety. As he pointed out in Hell’s Angels, and later in 
“Fear and Loathing at the Super Bowl,” he was best able to work when people forgot that he 
was a reporter and simply acted as if he were not there, or as if he were one of their own.51 As 
the decade wore on, Thompson’s ability to blend in was increasingly compromised by his own 
reputation, both as a writer and as a hell raiser. By 1980, Thompson observed, he had become 
“a public figure” – “Somehow the author had become larger than the writing.”52 
4.3.2 The Gonzo Paradox: Fame as a Hurdle to Thompson’s Approach to 
Journalism
 
 Gonzo journalism requires anonymity as fame reduces the writer’s agency to too high a degree 
to make Gonzo possible. Writer participation in the story is one of the hallmarks of Gonzo 
journalism; in order for it to be successful, the writer has to be in control to what degree and 
how he is involved. Recognition by others in the story leaves it in the hands of the others to 
what degree the story becomes about the writer. Similarly, one of the key goals of Gonzo 
journalism is to provide readers with a sense of what it is like to experience the reality of a given 
story; it is necessary that the writer be able to blend into the environment about which he is 
writing in order to provide a representation of the experience that will be accepted as valid by 
the reader. The reader needs to identify to some degree with the author’s experience. If the 
writer is too well-known, the writer’s participation in the story will be warped by this fame to 
a degree that makes it impossible for the reader to identify with the experience. Furthermore, 
the writer is supposed to be guiding the reader through the experience. This demands that the 
writer have control of the story. Fame takes that control, that agency, away from the writer. 
An initial attempt at a sequel to Campaign Trail ’72 was rendered impossible by the attention 
Thompson himself got when he tried to write about the 1976 New Hampshire primaries.53 
While Thompson maintained that he did not want to go down the road that Theodore White 
51 See Hell’s Angels, 45. See also “Fear and Loathing at the Super Bowl,” 59-60. It is a point that remains, for many 
journalists, valid to this day. In July of 2010, Rolling Stone’s publication of “The Runaway General” by freelance reporter 
Michael Hastings led to the resignation of the ISAF (International Security Assistance Force) commander in Afghanistan. As 
an embedded journalist, Hastings became privy to conversations that provide insight into the workings of the U.S./NATO 
military effort, but also made it clear that ISAF/U.S. commander Stanley McChrystal had lost faith in the civilian leadership 
back home.
52 Anita Thompson, Ancient Gonzo Wisdom, 140.
53 See Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 217. See also Wenner and Seymour, 
Gonzo, 212.
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had taken in committing to quadrennial election books,54 he had nonetheless signed on 
with Straight Arrow Press to write Campaign Trail ’76. When Straight Arrow, Rolling Stone’s 
publishing arm, folded before Thompson could undertake election coverage in earnest, he was 
provided an easy way out, even if he continued to use the loss of a 75,000 dollar advance as 
leverage with Jann Wenner.55 It would have proved a difficult book to complete as Thompson 
found himself as much a subject of coverage on the campaign trail as the candidates.56 Similarly, 
it is worth pointing out once more that while Thompson himself failed to file a story on the 
Ali-Foreman heavyweight boxing title fight in Zaire, other writers on the scene at the time, 
including Norman Mailer and George Plimpton, included pieces on Thompson in their works on 
the fight. Mailer, in particular, was aware of the struggle Thompson faced as he and Steadman 
tried to wring a story from their experiences in Kinshasa: 
 [Thompson] was a set of nerves balanced on another set of nerves traveling on squeaky 
roller skates. Here to cover the fight for Rolling Stone, he hated the heavenly raptures of all 
who were here to be happy for the fight. He hated the assignment. Hunter took one look 
at Kinshasa and tried to charter a plane to Brazzaville… He was in a state of high shock. He 
looked like a halfback who has just been tackled in the neck and is walking on his toes.57
It could be argued, then, that there is an inverse relationship between the attention 
Thompson himself got in the press and his ability to file a story about a given subject. In other 
words, Thompson’s growing visibility as a celebrity was making it increasingly difficult, if not 
impossible, for him to work as a Gonzo journalist. If he was going to continue to work as a 
journalist, he was going to have to find a means of researching his subject matter that did 
not require the cloak of anonymity that was the life blood of his earlier Gonzo work. It was 
not drugs that were hampering his writing, or even writerly ennui: Thompson had very simply 
become enmeshed in his own cult of personality. He needed the persona to sell his published 
works and to keep open the channels to the freelance markets he wished to ply. On the other 
hand, it was this personality that was making it impossible for him to deliver on the articles 
he was contracted to do. It is not surprising that by the early 1980s Thompson found himself 
54 Letter to Jim Silberman, September 1, 1976, Fear and Loathing in America, 719. 
55 The story became increasingly confused as the years passed. Perry states that Wenner offered the 75,000 dollars as an 
advance for Campaign Trail ’76, see Perry, 212, and that this led Thompson to state that he would never speak to Wenner 
again, see Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 213. Thompson later claimed 
that the sum was an advance on The Great Shark Hunt, see Carroll, 191, while Wenner maintains that he tried to get 
Thompson to write on the 1976 campaign but found that “he didn’t really engage with the Carter campaign.” See Wenner 
and Seymour, Gonzo, 209.  
56 See Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 218. Conceivably, Thompson was given even more attention than might 
have been expected due to the lack of a clear front runner on the Democratic side of the primaries and the assumed 
nomination of incumbent president Gerald Ford on the Republican side. In the end, however, the Republican race proved 
to be a punishing battle between Ford and the former Governor of California, Ronald Reagan, while the Democratic race 
evolved into a melee between Jimmy Carter, Jerry Brown, Morris Udall, Frank Church, Henry Jackson, and George Wallace. 
57 Norman Mailer, The Fight (New York: Vintage Books, 1997: originally published by Little, Brown in 1975).
243
CHAPTER 4
facing a backlog of book contract commitments. As Paul Perry points out, in the period 1980 
to 1982, Thompson was committed to a book on The Great American Lie, for which he had 
negotiated a ninety-thousand dollar advance; he was likewise committed to a novel, for which 
he had received $125,000 against $250,000 upon completion; and he was in the process of 
committing to a third book to be entitled The Rise of the Body Nazis.58
It is clear that Thompson was certainly capable of producing quality work. It is equally 
clear that the circumstance of high-media coverage hampered his ability to provide a Gonzo 
perspective on events, in part because now the lens of media attention was being focused on 
him. To substantiate this point, we need only to consider the follow-up to Thompson’s failed 
fight coverage in Kinshasa. Four years later, he was able to write two substantial pieces on 
Ali’s loss and redemptive recapture of the world heavyweight crown against Leon Spinks in 
part because the media attention given to both contests was relatively light compared to that 
given to the Ali-Foreman fight.59 Thus, Thompson could undertake the task at hand when little 
media attention was being given to him. It also helped that Ali and his coterie were not terribly 
impressed by Thompson’s credentials as a writer.60 They were, after all, used to dealing with 
such authors as the Pulitzer-prizewinning Mailer. 
In addition, lack of fame had provided Thompson with the opportunity to experiment with 
various approaches to journalism and writing without facing possible general disapprobation 
should he fail. It is worthwhile to note that the larger the initial audience, the more likely there 
is to be risk-averse behavior. The more revolutionary and specific the proposal, the smaller 
the audience can be assumed to be. Now, because of the instant and wide exposure his 
work generated, Thompson faced the challenge of adapting his form to fit his own changed 
circumstances in the full glare of celebrity and critical attention. This is a fate not unknown 
to established authors, but one that was particularly acute to an author of Thompson’s self-
conscious bent.  Such authors often find themselves caught in a quandary as they negotiate 
their later careers. If they continue to do what has brought them success, they are criticized 
for being redundant or repetitive, but innovation carries with it the risk of critical evisceration 
if the work is not viewed as being sufficiently mature. In this light, Thompson’s decision to 
exclude much of his earlier less mature writing from The Great Shark Hunt makes all the 
more sense as an exercise in marketing and reputation maintenance, serving as it did the dual 
agendas of confirmation of audience expectations and risk aversion. Equally, it explains some 
of Thompson’s hesitancy to face the critics with new work that might not be as fine-tuned or 
balanced as his signature works.  As Thompson commented on his own creative-career arc with 
58 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 247-257. This entanglement was 
resolved in stages in the 1980s: Thompson submitted Generation of Swine in lieu of the novel, the American Lie book 
became The Curse of Lono, and Thompson withdrew, under pressure from one of his other publishers, from negotiations 
on The Rise of the Body Nazis.  
59 The first bout was considered a warm-up to what was predicted to be Ali’s final fight against Ken Norton, despite the 
fact that Spinks was a reigning Olympic champion and undefeated as a professional. The second bout similarly garnered 
relatively little attention because Ali was considered too far past his prime to make yet another comeback.  
60 “Last Tango in Vegas,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 563-564.
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respect to Gonzo, upon being criticized (by David Felton) for writing “pale imitations” of Fear 
and Loathing in Las Vegas,
 Let’s not compare this stuff to the Las Vegas book. Vegas was like four or five drafts. 
Probably the further you go back in time, the more rewrites we get in each piece. The 
newer stuff, almost without exception, is essentially journalism, as it was written on the 
day, sent in for a deadline, not edited, either then or now, and published. You tell me 
another journalist who would put his collected works in book form as he sent them in from 
some motel or wire desk in Zingaling, Missouri, Bangkok, or Rio.61
There is no small degree of irony present in this author-critic exchange. Thompson was himself 
not completely satisfied with Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas because he felt it to be a failed 
experiment in Gonzo writing. In his ambition to emulate the great novelist heroes of his youth, 
in this case most specifically F. Scott Fitzgerald, he had edited the work beyond what could be 
considered true Gonzo literature. As his work progressed through the 1970s, however, he had 
consciously tried to avoid that pitfall in such works as Campaign Trail, the Super Bowl articles, 
and even the editing of The Great Shark Hunt. The more Gonzo the articles became, however, 
the more they were criticized by critics as being copies, and even badly-constructed copies, of 
previous, better work.  
4.4  Thompson 2.0: The Reinvention of a Gonzo Journalist 
If Thompson wished to remain a viable freelance commodity, he needed to adapt his reporting 
to accommodate his own fame. However, his fame was based in no small part on an approach 
to journalism he could no longer practice. Thompson was, thus, trapped in the paradoxical 
position of being able to lay claim to a large potential audience on the basis of their favorable 
reception of his previous works, but no longer being able to deliver further books or articles 
which were in line with these works — with any foreseeable consistency — because of the level 
of fame he had achieved in obtaining this audience in the first place. At the same time, his room 
to maneuver was compromised by the national prominence he now enjoyed.  
Gonzo, as originally conceived,  had provided Thompson with a solution to the shifts in the 
market of short-form writing that had taken place in the 1960s and 1970s but had proven to 
be a self-immolating device. Gonzo was able to lift Thompson out of obscurity and still provide 
him with a creative outlet for his ambitions in fiction but, in making Thompson successful 
and thus well-known, had assured its own extinction. At the other end of the equation, the 
greater Thompson’s fame grew, the more publishers clamored for new material. However, what 
they were willing to offer large advances and lucrative deals for were books that could be 
seen as marketable sequels to Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, Fear and Loathing: On the 
Campaign Trail ’72, and The Great Shark Hunt, Thompson’s anthology of his work until 1978. 
61 Anita Thompson, Ancient Gonzo Wisdom, 141. 
245
CHAPTER 4
One obvious solution was for Thompson to cease to give primary consideration to the artistic 
dimension of writing in favor of delivering a more marketable commodity. Many of Thompson’s 
contemporaries have gone on record accusing him of just this practice. As Jann Wenner put it,
 He took some dumb writing assignments. The bar for him at Rolling Stone was set very 
high, and we were both equally aware of that and wanted to keep it that way. I was 
unwilling to offer him or accept second-rate work, so if there was an easy-money gig or 
some goof-off, he’d do it elsewhere.62
Similarly, George Plimpton stated that
 [Thompson] doesn’t work hard enough. Terry McDonell gave him the chance to write a 
column for Esquire. “The End Page.” Which is one of the greatest privileges you can have. 
He blew it. Why? A writer who is a true writer and in control of his craft is going to be able 
to do that. That’s Hunter’s great fault.63 
Finally, Toby Thompson, a journalist of no relation to the author, was also of the opinion that 
“He was a novelist who’d been seduced toward journalism by the promise of the sixties. With 
that promise shattered, no wonder he and myriad artists were working poorly.”64
With the rift that had been created in Wenner and Thompson’s professional relationship in 
the 1970s over Campaign Trail ’76 and Thompson’s aborted effort to cover the Vietnam war for 
Rolling Stone, he felt free to take on more of these “easy-money goof-offs” and in some sense 
even felt compelled to do so given his compromised access to lucrative contracts at Rolling 
Stone. Thompson continued to write for Rolling Stone throughout the late 1970s, but his work 
was far less frequently published than had been the case in the first half of the decade: where 
the Fear and Loathing books had been published in toto in Rolling Stone, in addition to other 
occasional pieces in the period 1970-1975, the publications in the period 1976 -1980 were 
more incidental. Even as Thompson accommodated his market base as a public speaker, he still 
faced the hurdle of the clash of his personality with that of Jann Wenner: if there was ever a 
periodical that fit his sensibilities, it was Rolling Stone. Wenner does have a point in stating that 
the bar was high: the few works he did publish in Rolling Stone in the late 1970s are his best 
work of the period. 
At the same time, Thompson was gaining popularity through means that had little to 
do with his own words, written or spoken. In what became a repeated theme in interviews 
throughout the 1980s, Thompson lamented to the Rolling Stone College Papers in 1980 that he 
did not understand the public preoccupation with his literary reputation, in particular when it 
came to making money from derivative sources such as movie treatments of his work: “I don’t 
62 Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 230. 
63 Carroll, Hunter, 273. 
64 McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 252.
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know why people are so concerned about my image. I’m an egomaniac. I should be the one 
concerned about my image.”65
Thompson, of course, was at heart deeply concerned with his image as a literary figure; 
this posturing as a man willing to sell out his integrity at a moment’s notice is best understood 
as image maintenance: the Gonzo mercenary who is only in it for the money. Here, however, 
the motivations are more complex; while Thompson likely did not want to be seen as a sellout, 
if he could project the image that his quest for money was not surrender to monetary forces 
but was a willful and somewhat rebellious effort, he could at least maintain the image of an 
outlaw, albeit a mercenary one. In this fashion, he could maintain his good standing among 
the countercultural readership of such publications as Rolling Stone. In a sense, Thompson here 
tried to turn the quest for economic gain into further symbolic capital, by turning his “selling 
out” into an act of rebellion against the established figures of the countercultural and literary 
communities for which he wrote.  
As Thompson’s career progressed, there was a clear trend towards the more commercial or 
mercenary end of publishing as he sought to maintain his standing as a freelance writer while 
facing the several challenges described above. In this light, his departure from his former loftier 
literary ambitions is striking, but logical within the context of career maintenance.  As such, the 
developments in Thompson’s life and work in the 1980s and beyond are not surprising. Given 
the strain of meeting the contrary demands of needing to innovate in order to continue as a 
literary journalist and being required to continue to produce a relatively uniform product in 
order to meet the demands of prospective publishers, Thompson’s production in the 1980s was 
initially erratic. Likewise, working as a public person as opposed to a strictly private citizen was 
putting pressures on his professional and personal relationships; to some degree, his arguments 
with Jann Wenner can be related to his ascendance as a public figure, and the relationship with 
his wife was subjected to strains beyond even that of having run for elected office in 1970.66 
Thompson regularly complained vigorously that Garry Trudeau, the Pulitzer-prizewinning 
cartoonist, had essentially stolen his life in creating the recurring character “Uncle Duke” for his 
Doonesbury cartoon strip:
 People think it’s a joke – like I get paid for it or something. You know, me and Garry must 
be big buddies. Well, fuck that. I’ve never even seen the little bastard. All this stuff avoids 
coming to the point that matters, which is what I turn out. Funny, I almost never get 
questioned about writing.67 
Yet, Thompson himself used his outrageous lifestyle of drugs and firearms to his own 
65 Carroll, Hunter, 208. 
66 Hunter and Sandra Thompson divorced in 1979. 
67 Carroll, Hunter, 199. Thompson also wondered out loud “who else in the history of [the United States] has to be a comic 
strip character and work at the same time.” See Carroll, 200. Late in his career, Thompson again became the inspiration for 
a comic book character: Transmetropolitan’s Spider Jerusalem. 
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advantage in order to maintain a position in the market. As Terry Sabonis Chaffee, an Aspen-
area acquaintance of Thompson’s stated: 
 He was constantly caught up in the tension of doing what he wanted to do and doing 
what he felt would make a good story. It makes me think of John le Carré in Tinker, Tailor, 
Soldier, Spy, when he writes, “The best spies build a mythology about themselves. The 
worst spies come to believe it and they have to be destroyed.” That’s exactly what Hunter 
did – he almost would ask himself, “What would Hunter do?” He was driven by that.68
There was, therefore, something disingenuous about Thompson’s complaints that people like 
Trudeau were making it impossible for him to work, given his own propensity for demonstrative 
and outrageous behavior.69 Trudeau himself admitted to the journalist Nicholas van Hoffman that 
he simply gleaned the material he used to shape “Uncle Duke’s” adventures from Thompson’s 
own writing.70 
Visitors to Thompson’s home, the Owl Farm in Woody Creek, Colorado, were often treated 
to displays of marksmanship and even the detonation of explosives. Similarly, Thompson gained 
and cultivated a reputation for destructive behavior and risky practical jokes.71 If Thompson 
could no longer practice Gonzo journalism in the form in which it had been devised, he could 
at least maintain the viability of the Thompson brand name by living a Gonzo lifestyle that 
might be considered worthy of emulation by his readership. It is clear from interviews with and 
statements by close Thompson acquaintances that there was a degree of premeditation to his 
public behavior, given the consistency with which it is pointed out that Thompson was often 
quite soft-spoken in private, was much more concerned with his health and keeping fit than he 
let on, and the degree to which he savored the seclusion of his isolated Woody Creek farm.72 
As Bourdieu posits in The Rules of Art, the modern artist, that is the artist in an industrial 
or post-industrial context, can be typified by an identification or association with the distinctly 
artistic lifestyle generally referred to as bohemian.73 In the public’s view, the life of the artist is 
determined by marginalization from the social and political mainstream, and lack of convention 
68 Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 292. Sabonis-Chaffee is also listed in the “Honor Roll” published in Songs of the Doomed, 
a form of tribute Thompson used in a number of his later publications. Among the recurrent names are Ralph Steadman 
and George McGovern. Occasional entries include William McKeen, Douglas Brinkley, Jann Wenner, and Johnny Depp. 
69 In the BBC documentary Fear and Loathing on the Road to Hollywood, Thompson went so far as to claim that as a person 
he was simply getting in the way of the myth. See also Carroll, 227. 
70 P.J. O’Rourke. “Interview with Hunter Thompson,” Rolling Stone, November 5, 1987 , 232. See also Carroll, Hunter, 199. 
Apparently, when this assertion was initially reported back to Thompson, he was incredulous.
71 Carroll, Hunter, 141-142, 146, 175, 212, 232 and 240. See also Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 231-232, 239, 264-265, 
and 296, as well as Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 235-240. 
72 See Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 90 (comment by William Kennedy on persona taking over from the man); 163 
(comment by Frank Mankewiewicz on Thompson’s physical appearance and grooming), 229 (comment by Laila Nabulsi 
on life at Owl Farm); 253 (comment by Deborah Fuller on Thompson and Owl Farm); 254 (comment by Bill Dixon on 
Thompson’s manners). See also Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, on 
Thompson as a knowledgeable runner, 229. 
73 Bourdieu, The Rules of Art, 54-57. 
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in lifestyle has come to be seen as a hallmark of artistic behavior. As such, artistic endeavor can 
be legitimized by manifesting those behaviors considered to be marginalized by the broader 
public. Thompson’s increasingly public and well-publicized transgressions of the law through 
the use of firearms and the abuse of illicit drugs can be seen, in this light, as timely reminders 
to his audience of his validity as an artist and journalistic innovator, even if he was unable 
to provide new evidence of his artistic qualities through publications. Bridging the period 
between the initial Gonzo books Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Fear and Loathing: On 
the Campaign Trail ’72 and the adapted form of Gonzo journalism apparent in Better than 
Sex is a tumultuous phase in Thompson’s life that served to provide his audience with the 
reassurance that Thompson the artist was alive and kicking, even if his art was being subjected 
to an overhaul that was not immediately successful. 
It is not the contention here that Thompson’s behavior in the late 1970s and early 1980s 
was all a premeditated act. As G.J. de Vries points out in his biographical study of the Dutch 
publisher Geert van Oorschot, the difficulty in analyzing the choices made by individuals in the 
creative market is that no matter how well we have defined and are able to understand the 
external social, cultural, and economic forces at work and the preferences of the individual 
being studied, there are bound to be psychological forces influencing the subject of discussion 
that go deeper than the cause-and-effect model of market and artist interplay.74 
Thompson was a substance abuser from an early age, first alcohol and later narcotics 
and alcohol. Similarly, Thompson had a fascination with explosives and guns that started in his 
youth. Neither predilection is surprising given his upbringing in the border state of Kentucky, 
a region in which a premium was placed on the ability to handle both firearms and whiskey at 
the time that Thompson was a young man. What is clear, however, is that these behaviors, both 
markers of marginalization by the 1970s, served a distinct purpose in maintaining Thompson’s 
marketability as he retooled his approach to journalism in the 1980s and early 1990s.  Whereas 
such behavior as Thompson exhibited in the late 1970s might be detrimental to one’s career 
in other professional sectors, and was frowned upon by even close colleagues of Thompson’s 
at the time, Thompson was likely goaded to ever greater outrages given that, in his case, it 
seemed only to create greater allegiance among his readers and sustain interest on the part of 
prospective publishers.
It is particularly interesting to look at the progression that takes place in Thompson’s 
interviews and public speeches at this time. A first point in this respect is that Thompson became 
a prolific public speaker in the late 1970s, the very period in which his writing became less 
prolific, and according to the standards of many readers and critics, less rigorous.75 Thompson 
74 G,J. de Vries, Ik heb Geen Verstand van Poëzie: Geert van Oorschot als Uitgever van Poëzie [I Don’t Know Poetry: Geert 
van Oorschot as a Publisher of Poetry] (Amsterdam: Uitgeverij G.A. Van Oorschot, 1995).    
75 Thompson’s anthology The Great Shark Hunt was panned by such critics as Ira Baker, Nina King, Vivian Gornick, and 
David Allen: see “Thompson’s ‘Gonzo Papers’ Have Little to Offer,” Richmond News Leader, 10 October, 1979; “Hunter 
Thompson on the Trail,” Roanoke Times & World News, 17 September, 1979; “The Gonzo and the Geeks,” Village Voice, 
19 November 1979 and “Review: The Great Shark Hunt,” Newport News Daily Press, 9 September, 1979, respectively. 
249
CHAPTER 4
became infamous for arriving late, inebriated, and sometimes both. It was clear to many, 
however, that this was part of the product being bought for an evening’s entertainment. As his 
friend Gene McGarr put it,
 Hunter has made himself a public personality. He has made himself, purposefully. He has 
been a public personality since the moment I met him. So it should not be any curiosity for 
him and his mentality that people come over and say, “You’re Hunter Thompson.”76 
Thompson himself framed the issue at hand even more aptly in an interview with William 
McKeen:
 It hasn’t helped a lot to be a savage comic-book character for the last fifteen years – a 
drunken screwball who should have been castrated a long time ago. The smart people in 
the media knew it was a weird exaggeration. The dumb ones took it seriously and warned 
their children to stay away from me at all costs. The really smart ones understood it was 
only a censored, kind of toned-down version of the real thing.77 
Though there were often protests voiced by the various organizations who paid for Thompson 
to come and speak, the truth is that this kind of provocative behavior was what was expected of 
Thompson, and given Thompson’s cultural status, the only thing any organization or individual 
could have expected from him. 
Similarly, as his career progressed through the 1980s, Thompson’s interviews became more 
about Thompson and less about the work. Whereas early in his career he may have lamented 
at giving a performance that could have left the impression that he was anything less than a 
serious professional, now his responses to questions were often pithy quips about drug use and 
living life on the edge. Even those interviews purported to be legitimate inquiries into the life and 
work of an active American writer contained references to these trademark preoccupations.78 
Thompson is not by any means unique in this respect. As was mentioned in a previous 
section, his career mirrored that of Ernest Hemingway in some respects. Like Hemingway’s, 
Thompson’s readership was drawn to his work in part because of the aura of adventure 
surrounding the author. And both Hemingway and Thompson catered to this need for biography 
in their readership even as their writing production waxed and waned in the decades following 
their seminal works.79 
76 Carroll, Hunter, 275.
77 William McKeen, Hunter S. Thompson (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1991), 105-109. Republished in Beef Torrey and Kevin 
Simonson, eds., Conversations with Hunter S. Thompson (Jackson, Mississippi: University of Mississippi Press, 2008), 92-97. 
78 See, in particular, Anita Thompson, Ancient Gonzo Wisdom; see also Torrey and Simonson. Both offer excellent 
representative anthologies of Thompson interviews.
79 John Raeburn, Fame Became of Him: Hemingway as Public Writer (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1984), 
201-207. 
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Just as Hemingway in the image he projected to the public became increasingly like the 
characters he wrote about in his novels, Thompson became more Gonzo in his lifestyle as his 
career progressed.80 
It is ironic that Thompson’s actions in the later phases of his life mimicked those of 
Hemingway so closely. Though he was wont to emulate him as a young man, seeking out 
models of “big lives” in literature with a vigor, he did take Hemingway to task for the excesses 
and dissipation evident in Hemingway’s later life in “What Lured Hemingway to Ketchum”:
 Those were the “good years,” and Hemingway never got over the fact that they couldn’t 
last. He was here with his third wife in 1947, but then he settled in Cuba and 12 years 
went by before he came again, a different man this time, with yet another wife, Mary, and 
a different view of the world he had once been able “to see clear and as a whole.”81
Thompson expressed greater admiration for the other idol of his younger years, Fitzgerald, 
who may have been overtaken by the times but at least attempted to come to grips with the 
ever-shifting culture around him before succumbing to the ravages of a life of excess:
 Neither man understood the vibrations of a world that had shaken them off their thrones, 
but of the two, Fitzgerald showed more resilience. His half-finished Last Tycoon was a 
sincere effort to catch up and come to grips with reality, no matter how distasteful it might 
have seemed to him. 
 Hemingway never made such an effort. The strength of his youth became rigidity as he 
grew older, and his last book was about Paris in the Twenties.82
The fallout from this balancing act of public and private persona and the strain of dealing 
with the challenges of fame and writing took a toll on Thompson’s personal life as well. In 
1979, Thompson and Sandra Conklin Thompson, his wife of sixteen years, divorced in fairly 
acrimonious proceedings. Their marriage had been in trouble for the two years preceding 
the divorce; as the 1970s progressed, Thompson had evidently become increasingly abusive 
80 See The True Gen. Later in life, Hemingway let a story circulate that he had served as a commissioned officer in the Italian 
Army in World War I, like the protagonist of A Farewell to Arms. In truth, he was a volunteer driver in the ambulance 
service. Similarly, it is noteworthy that he became increasingly enamoured with bullfighting as he aged, despite the bitter 
tone of his classic on the sport, Death in the Afternoon. 
Remarkably, both writers ended their careers with books that were essentially memoirs. At the time of his death, Hemingway 
was working on A Moveable Feast, which drew heavily on his days as a young expatriate writer in Paris. Thompson’s 
penultimate book was The Kingdom of Fear, the only one of his books to contain extensive reminiscences of his boyhood 
in Louisville. Similarly, other writers have sought to create public personas in order to maintain or establish literary careers. It 
is noteworthy that Truman Capote, a fellow pioneer of New Journalism, was so successful in projecting a “literary persona” 
in the 1940s that he was named one of America’s “promising new writers” in Life magazine in 1947, well before he had 
actually published any substantial work. See Clarke, 131.  
81 “What Lured Hemingway to Ketchum?” in The Great Shark Hunt, 371. 
82 Ibid., 373. 
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and difficult to live with.83 Many people considered Sandra Thompson to be something of a 
psychological anchor for Thompson.84 It is, therefore, often stated that Thompson’s writing 
career suffered through the loss of his marriage. Sandra Thompson was, after all, a linchpin in 
Thompson’s “back office.”  As she put it,
 Hunter was the king and I was the slave. I was the happy slave – until I was neither happy 
nor a slave. I had no life. I lost contact with with my aunts and uncles and cousins, and 
mostly my brother. My whole world revolved around Hunter. I didn’t have friends because 
I couldn’t just bring them into the house, with the chaos and violence and bad tempers – 
you couldn’t subject your friends to that. I didn’t have time to do that, even if I would have 
been able, because I was taking care of him and taking care of the house. I was feeding 
him. I was writing whatever needed to be written. I was his executive secretary. I was his 
bookkeeper. I was his accountant. I was living for  Hunter and his work – for this great 
writer, who was so disciplined – and then he couldn’t write anymore, what was I doing? It 
was sad to see.85  
Here again, it is pointed out that Thompson was struggling with his craft well before the 
dissolution of the marriage. The sentiments expressed by Sandra Thompson are indicative of 
Thompson’s state in the latter half of the 1970s. An inability to produce led to increasingly 
erratic behavior, and this erratic behavior led to the disintegration of his marriage. It is similarly 
telling that Thompson was willing to let his marriage fall apart at this particular period in his life. 
Sandra Thompson had served, in essence, as his personal assistant for much of their marriage. 
But if Thompson was not producing on a regular basis, there was little need for a personal 
assistant. If maintaining his link to the market required demonstrative behavior in lieu of actual 
production, production that was no longer possible in the classic Gonzo mode given the 
constraints discussed above, then Thompson was not only no longer in need of marital support, 
it could prove to be an encumbrance. Sandra Thompson left Hunter in 1979, but it was Hunter 
Thompson who let his marriage self-destruct. It was, in light of the developments taking place 
in his career, an inevitable termination.
4.5 The Production of The Curse of Lono: Thompson, Running Magazine, 
and the Honolulu Marathon
In the late 1970s, the market of periodicals was not standing still. As the 1970s receded, the 
fallout of the demise of the mass-circulation general interest periodicals became clear; the 
83 See Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 218-223. See also Carroll, Hunter, 192-193 and 200-201. See further, Jay Cowan, 
Hunter S. Thompson: An Insider’s View of Deranged, Depraved, Drugged Out Brilliance (Guildford, Connecticut: The Lyons 
Press, 2009), in particular 26-28. 
84 See Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 98, 157-158; see Carroll, Hunter; see also Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 
122, 140 and 245. See further, Cowan, Hunter S. Thompson: An Insider’s View of Deranged, Depraved, and Drugged-out 
Brilliance, 217. 
85 Seymour and Wenner, Gonzo, 220. 
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market share previously held by such periodicals as Life, Look, and Collier’s was now being 
catered to by a larger number of more specialized publications that melded the approach of 
the glossies to specialized topics (Omni, Psychology Today, Sports Illustrated), offered general 
interest topics to narrow focus audience groups (Rolling Stone, Playboy), or assumed a place 
in the general-interest market but forewent the strategy of mass circulation (Esquire). 86 This 
replacement of the general mass market glossies by more specialized publications provided 
Thompson with a new market for his writing, one in which he could conceivably link features 
of his persona or lifestyle to the needs of the specific publication. It is interesting to note that in 
the early 1980s, as this market began to expand, Thompson began to shift his attention from 
those periodicals which focused on providing general interest topics to specific audiences, such 
as Rolling Stone and Playboy, and focused increasing attention on publications that catered to 
audiences with specialized interests. One of the first of these efforts, for Running Magazine, 
eventually culminated in a book, The Curse of Lono (1983). It was in this book that Thompson 
came to grips with the challenges facing him in the 1980s and applied new techniques to 
alleviate the conflict between his growing fame and the demands of being a practicing Gonzo 
journalist and the tension between his desire to continue his career as a writer and the demand 
on the part of the public that he act as a celebrity and lifestyle avatar. It can be stated that in the 
Running Magazine and  The Curse of Lono work that Thompson both reoriented his focus on 
the market towards more specialized publications and re-engineered Gonzo to fully meet the 
reality of his fame and public persona.      
In the spring of 1980, Paul Perry, the editor of Running Magazine, approached Thompson 
with a proposal to cover the Honolulu Marathon. In an attempt to lure Thompson to take the 
commission, he termed the marathon a “Gonzo gathering of Body Nazis.” 87 Perry saw the 
marathon as an opportunity for Thompson to revitalize a writing career that appeared to be 
flagging by covering an event that he believed was perfectly suited to the Gonzo stance: the 
marathon invited participation and was an oddly compulsive and punishing athletic activity. Perry 
correctly perceived that Thompson was struggling with his form at this point in his career, even 
as his work in the late 1970s provided good reason to believe that he had matured significantly 
as a writer since the days of his Gonzo successes of the early part of the decade. He exhibited a 
86 The Hearst Corporation describes Esquire as a general-interest lifestyle magazine for men. Esquire’s is a microcosmic study 
in the developments that have taken place in the magazine industry. Initially a men’s fashion journal, it quickly became a 
men’s magazine in the 1930s, featuring “girlie” cartoons and racy artwork by George Petty. It included early on essays and 
fiction by such authors as Ernest Hemingway and John Dos Passos, but continued to emphasize soft erotica throughout 
the 1930s and 1940s, adding the work of Alberto Vargas in the 1940s. See Maria Elena Buszek, Pin-Up Grrrls: Feminism, 
Sexuality, Popular Culture (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), 202-204.  It later de-emphasized pin-up features and 
shifted its focus to quality fiction and popular arts criticism. For de-emphasis of erotica in Esquire, see Buszek, 237. For 
re-orientation to literary magazine, see Gail Dines, Robert Jensen, and Ann Russo, Pornography: The Production and 
Consumption of Inequality (New York: Psychology Press, 1998), 44-45. In the 1960s, journalism gained in prominence: 
Esquire was among the premier magazines to publish such New Journalists as Tom Wolfe and Gay Talese. See David E. 
Sumner, The Magazine Century, 143. It is currently published in over two dozen regional versions worldwide. Recently, it 
introduced an interactive website for both subscribers and non-subscribers.    
87 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 228.
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solid control of structure in such works as “The Banshee Screams for Buffalo Meat” and “Jimmy 
Carter and the Great Leap of Faith” and a finely-developed sense of narrative perspective and 
its expressive potential in “Banshee” and “Last Tango in Vegas.” This negates the theories 
that were prevalent at the time and later that drugs had crippled Thompson’s ability to write 
or that he was suffering from writer’s block. Yet, his production and publication was erratic in 
this period, the body of significant works produced was slender, and Perry was willing to take 
the risk that Thompson would fail to produce on the chance that he might produce work on a 
par with “Banshee.” It is in the production of the initial article for Running and the subsequent 
book that resulted from this work, The Curse of Lono, that the issues of Gonzo as a brand, 
Thompson as a public persona, and the retooling of the Gonzo approach come to the fore. 
The opportunity offered by Perry came at a propitious moment. Thompson seemed to 
be running out of material to write about: Nixon had resigned, Thompson himself wrote that 
football was no longer really worth writing about, and, in 1980, the United States was well on 
its way to making a political shift to the right that Thompson had been predicting in his political 
commentary for a number of years. As American political and cultural sensibilities shifted, 
Thompson found it necessary to refocus his interest. On journalism, he stated,
 […] I never do it unless I’m broke. I’ve said that many times. […] Just by answering my 
phone, I can make four times as much money as I do by writing all the time. Hemingway 
said that journalism was good for a writer if you knew when to get out of it. I think I stayed 
way too long.88
It is significant that, at this point in his career, Thompson still defined journalism in terms of a 
professional means to an end. In citing Hemingway’s position on the craft, he places journalism 
at the mid-section of the artistic career arc: in Thompson’s perspective, there is the apprentice 
writer, the journalist, and then the fiction writer. Even with Hell’s Angels, the Fear and Loathing 
books, and The Great Shark Hunt to his name, there is yet the lingering need to make the next 
step to fiction, even as he expresses the suspicion that perhaps that window of opportunity has 
passed. In a 2000 interview in The Paris Review, he summed it up as follows:
 I always felt that journalism was a ticket to ride out, that I was basically meant for higher 
things. Novels. More status in being a novelist. When I went to Puerto Rico, in the sixties, 
William Kennedy and I would argue about it. He was the managing editor of the local 
paper; he was the journalist. I was the writer, the higher calling. I felt so strongly about it 
that I almost wouldn’t do journalism. I figured in order to be a real writer, I’d have to write 
novels. That’s why I wrote Rum Diary first. Hell’s Angels started off as just another down 
and out assignment.89
88 David Felton, “Interview with Hunter Thompson,” Rolling Stone College Papers, May 1980. Anthologized in Anita 
Thompson, ed., Ancient Gonzo Wisdom (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Da Capo Press, 2009), 141.
89 “The Art of Journalism I,” The Paris Review, Volume 156, Fall 2000, 61. The interviewer, uncredited, is Douglas Brinkley. 
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As Thompson’s letters show, he was more conscious of, and active in, steering his career 
than seemed apparent on the surface. There is, however, one element that seems to have eluded 
him. It is ironic that his desire to be a fiction writer and his failure to achieve it contributed to 
making Gonzo what it is as he incorporated the devices and techniques of fiction writing, as 
well as his fantasy, into the non-fiction arena of journalism creating a bold new form to which 
the times were more receptive.
Divorced, with a disappointing Hollywood experience behind him, and lacking a publishing 
home base from which to reshape his career, in early 1980, Thompson was receptive to the idea 
of covering the marathon even as he believed it was patently absurd to take on this particular 
assignment in order to return to magazine writing:
 What mix of queer and (until now) hopelessly confused reasons brought me to Kona in the 
first place? What kind of awful power was it that caused me – after refusing all (and even 
the most lucrative) magazine assignments as cheap and unworthy – to suddenly agree 
to cover the Honolulu Marathon for one of the most obscure magazines in the history of 
publishing?90
 
Thompson had been making a half-hearted attempt to “escape” journalism for fiction,91 
not surprising given that, as we have seen, his position as a (Gonzo) journalist was becoming 
increasingly untenable. An attempt to meet an obligation to Esquire by submitting an excerpt 
from a work in progress failed, however, when Esquire decided to pass on Thompson’s fiction.92 
Given Thompson’s track record as the author of multiple bestsellers, the recent publication of 
The Great Shark Hunt, yet another bestseller, and what could be assumed to be the novelty of 
fiction by an author known almost solely for non-fiction work, it is striking that Esquire was 
still not willing to commit Thompson’s fiction to its pages. As Thompson’s sole effort in the 
novel form, The Rum Diary, would be a critical success, it is safe to assume that the excerpt 
he submitted for publication was not rejected because it was inherently lacking in quality, but 
it is more likely that Esquire was more interested in publishing a known quantity, in this case 
Thompson’s Gonzo portrayal of the Mariel Boat People Crisis in Florida, rather than risk the 
uncharted waters of Thompson fiction. Given the choice of an excerpt or nothing, Esquire 
felt more comfortable opting for the latter, a decision very much representative of the general 
sentiments of post-1970s periodicals with respect to fiction in general and Thompson’s work 
more specifically.  
With this recent reminder of the realities of the market freshly in mind, Thompson opted 
instead to seek out Ralph Steadman and attempt to rekindle the dynamic that had led to “The 
90 The Curse of Lono, 150.
91 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 230-231; McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 
273; Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 236.  
92 Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 135-136. 
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Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved,” even if the particular configuration of Thompson, 
Steadman, and sports had failed to produce an article, let alone a masterpiece, in Zaire. 
In Hawaii, by contrast, the project quickly ballooned as Thompson discovered that while 
the Marathon was bizarre — the article on the race was published as “The Charge of the 
Weird Brigade” in the April 1981 issue of Running Magazine — Hawaii itself was perhaps even 
stranger. The marathon and its Hawaii location struck Thompson as being representative of how 
America was developing in the 1980s:
 Run for your life, sport, because that’s all you have left. The same people who burned their 
draft cards in the Sixties and got lost in the Seventies are now into running. When politics 
failed and personal relationships proved unmanageable; after McGovern went down and 
Nixon exploded right in front of our eyes... after the nation turned en masse to the atavistic 
wisdom of Ronald Reagan. ... The time has finally come to see who has teeth and who 
doesn’t.... Which may or may not account for the odd spectacle of two generations of 
political activists and social anarchists finally turning – twenty years later – into runners.93
Thompson picked up on the note of desperation in the running fever that was just becoming 
evident in the United States. It warrants pointing out that the initial hype for jogging and distance 
running in the late 1970s and early 1980s was symptomatic of changes in American culture 
more profound than might seem at first glance. In a more affluent, atomized, and urbanized 
society, individual sports were rapidly gaining in prominence with respect to team sports and, 
with them, a new egocentric sensibility towards the sports experience.94 Initially, conspicuous 
consumption was a significant component, but even golf and skiing have a communal aspect 
in that the former generally required club membership and the latter could only be practiced at 
specific locales made fit to the purpose.95 Previously more often a symbol of group participation 
and the subsuming of the individual to a common good, sports came to be seen as being about 
self-realization.96 Thompson also believed that sports were moving away from the element of 
competition. Marathon races, with the two distinct groups of racers and runners (competitive 
professionals running for prizes and amateur participants for whom completing the race is an 
93 “The Charge of the Weird Brigade,” Running Magazine, April 1981, as excerpted in Perry, 240. Later, this section was 
included The Curse of Lono, 55. Thompson was acutely prescient in spotting the direction in which sports would go. Even 
as jogging and long-distance running became a (sub)urban leisure activity of choice, the Honolulu marathon was eclipsed 
in Hawaii by the even tougher Ironman Race (4-kilometer ocean swim followed by a 180-kilometer cycle race, and a 
42-kilometer run). 
94 See Tim Delaney and Tim Madigan, The Sociology of Sports: An Introduction (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland, 
2009), 53, for the shift from traditional sports to alternative sports; 243, for early emphasis on team sports in industrializing 
United States. 
95 One of the more interesting writers in this field of study is Raymond Williams. His collection of essays Culture and 
Materialism is enlightening in this respect, in particular the articles “The Bloomsbury Fraction,” and “Advertising: The 
Magic System.” See, for reference to the process of conspicuous consumption, Raymond Williams, Culture and Materialism: 
Selected Essays. (New York: Versos, 2005: originally published in 1980), 166.   
96 In the literature, this phenomenon is referred to as “lifestyle sports.” See Belinda Wheaton, The Cultural Politics of 
Lifestyle Sports (London: Routledge, 2013), 98, for the United States as the spiritual base of lifestyle sports.
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accomplishment), were the trend of the future.97  If sports were moving from the communal to 
the egocentric, in Thompson’s vision, it was not a pretty sight:
 Half the runners had apparently been up all night, unable to sleep, too cranked to talk. 
The air was foul with a stench of human feces and Vaseline. By five o’clock huge lines had 
formed in front of the bank of chemical privies set up by Doc Scaff and his people. Prerace 
diarrhea is a standard nightmare at all marathons, and Honolulu was no different. There 
are a lot of good reasons for dropping out of the race, but bad bowels is not one of them. 
The idea is to come off the line with a belly full of beer and other cheap fuel that will burn 
itself off very quickly…
 Carbo-power. No meat. Protein burns too slowly for these people. They want the starch. 
Their stomachs are churning like rat-bombs and their brains are full of fear.98  
  
The publication of the article was a success in that it was the first major original piece 
that Thompson had completed since “Last Tango in Vegas” — Thompson later claimed he was 
able to bring this particular work to fruition because he now had an editor (Paul Perry) who 
understood his needs and the nature of his creative process99 — and Thompson now felt ready 
to expand on this theme of the “body Nazis” in a series of articles or a book. 
Ralph Steadman’s instructions to Perry on how to deal with Thompson are telling in a 
number of respects. He pointed out that Thompson was obsessed with getting paid and having 
his expenses reimbursed so Perry should arrange to have everything paid in advance. Perry also 
was advised not to drink around Thompson as he might see this as a challenge and try to drink 
Perry under the table. Finally, Perry was told not to let Thompson return to Colorado before the 
story was completed.100 While sound advice, it can be asked to what degree such sanitation of 
Thompson’s environment might work against his ability to create on his own terms. The lack of 
“event” in the production of “The Charge of the Weird Brigade” may also have had an effect 
on its marketability. Despite the insightful nature of the work, it is rarely reprinted, and it was 
never anthologized in Thompson’s lifetime. 
It should be noted that not all readers of Running Magazine were happy with the publication 
of the article. Some complained that it was off-putting that the magazine had decided to let 
a known drug abuser write on the subject of running. Again, this indicates how delicate the 
balancing act was for periodicals as they redefined their position in the market subsequent to 
97 As Thompson puts it, “marathon running, like golf, is a game for players, not winners.” See The Curse of Lono, 52. He 
also points out that the main prize for the finishers was a gray T-shirt that proclaimed they had completed the race. See 
The Curse of Lono, 53.  
98 The Curse of Lono, 49. 
99 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 242. Alan Rinzler provides a somewhat 
different picture of events in Wenner and Seymour, in which he claims some credit for welding the book together at the 
last minute. See Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 233-235.  
100 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 233-235. Perry decided to enlist Ralph 
Steadman’s assistance after hearing that Thompson had failed to file his proposed piece on the Mariel Boat people to 
Esquire. 
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the collapse of the mass-market general-interest periodicals. Even today, letters to the editor of 
more specialized publications frequently take the publication in question to task for perceived 
deviations from the assumed mandate, even as many of these periodicals stray resolutely from 
their initial narrow focus. Here again, Thompson’s image-making had skewed perceptions in 
the direction of Thompson the reckless pill-popper and had obscured the fact that he was fairly 
health-conscious and an avid athlete, adding to the feeling among many readers that Running 
had tread outside the boundaries of its editorial mandate.101 On the other hand, numerous 
readers responded that Thompson’s approach was quirky but insightful and entertaining and 
they hoped to see more of his work in the publication.102 
4.5.1  Kona Kaleidoscope: The Curse of Lono as an Exercise in Collage 
Writing
 
In March of 1981, Thompson proposed writing a series on marathons around the world for a 
flat fee of 25,000 dollars an article. It was also suggested that Thompson might write a book 
version of the 10,000 word article.103 There was one problem, however, in making the jump 
from a single article in a sports aficionado magazine to a full-blown book. There was simply not 
enough material in the original article to warrant stretching it to book length. This would prove 
to be an intractable problem as the project progressed over the next two years. 
Nonetheless, a return trip to Hawaii determined the choice in favor of a book-length 
“exposé” on Hawaii. As Thompson fumed after his experiences on Kona, the windward side of 
the main island: “Hawaii is a big lie. This place eats shit in 175 different ways.... I’m going to 
devote the rest of my life to the destruction of the tourist industry in these fucking islands.”104 
Thompson’s hatred of the Hawaiian Islands is remarkable in its fervor, particularly given the 
desirability of the locale in the eyes of the American public. Thompson saw the significance 
of this disparity between his own perceptions of Hawaii and public opinion. To a nation 
being spoon-fed a sanitized Don Ho television special or Elvis Presley movie version of Hawaii, 
Thompson offers a darker vision, drawn from various parts of Hawaii but written in, and colored 
by, the lesser-known windward locales of the state:105
 People get edgy when the Kona weather hits. After nine or ten straight days of high surf 
and no sun you can get your spleen kicked completely out of your body on any street in 
101 McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 273.
102 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Tale of Hunter S. Thompson, 246.
103 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 247-248; Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 
233; and Cowan, Hunter S. Thompson: An Insider’s View, 170-173.  
104 Perry, 138; on Hawaii as a nightmare trip, see McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 272-273.  
105 Hawaii is located in the path of the Pacific trade winds. As such, there are significant differences between the leeward 
and windward sides of the Hawaiian Islands. The stereotypical images of Hawaii as a tropical paradise are generally based 
on the leeward beach areas of Honolulu, Waikiki, and Diamond Head on Oahu Island. Thompson initially stayed in Honolulu 
on Oahu but later moved to Kailua Kona on the windward side of Hawaii Island, the largest of the Hawaiian Islands.  
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Honolulu, just for honking at a Samoan. There is a large and increasingly obvious Samoan 
population in Hawaii. They are big, dangerous people with uncontrollable tempers and 
their hearts are filled with hate by the sound of an automobile horn, regardless of who’s 
getting honked at. 
 Caucasians are called “haole people” by the native Hawaiians and racial violence is a 
standard item in the daily newspapers and on the evening TV news.106
Thompson’s dire tale of life in the islands quickly segues into Gonzo fantasy as he lifts news 
items and mixes them with urban legends. The effect is all the more powerful because of the 
uncertainty of the veracity of the stories being passed on; the reader is inundated with rumors 
of various horrors in the same fashion that Thompson would have us believe he was. There is 
no other option possible than paranoia:
 The stories are grisly, and a few are probably true. A current favorite in Waikiki is the one 
about “A whole family from San Francisco” – a lawyer, his wife and three children – who 
got raped by a gang of Koreans while strolling on the beach at sunset, so close to the 
Hilton that people sipping pineapple daiquiris on the hotel veranda heard their screams 
until long after dark, but they shrugged off the noise as nothing more than the shrieking 
of sea gulls in a feeding frenzy.107  
 
Thompson sees Hawaii as a nexus of all the bad instincts of the Old World meeting the 
more violent unpredictable urges of the New World. What starts as a soliloquy on the difficulty 
of boating and fishing off the Kona Coast spins into a grim contemplation of the reckless hubris 
of the British empire’s leadership in the eighteenth century — Thompson believes the Americans 
won the War of Independence in part because the British could simply not be bothered with 
putting up a proper defense of their interests in the colonies — in particular with respect to the 
Hawaiian archipelago:
 The history of Hawaii is so fouled with greed, bungling, and dumb cowboy diplomacy, 
that the decadent gang ruling England at the time should have been hung by their heels 
like Mussolini for letting these islands go in exchange for a pillar of concrete. England 
might have controlled the whole Pacific for the next two hundred years, if the Earl of 
Sandwich hadn’t been so deeply involved at the time with sponsoring King George III for 
membership in the Hellfire Club that he couldn’t see anything beyond his own gnarled 
organ.108
There is an unmistakably race-conscious tone to Thompson’s writing on Hawaii. Though 
it would be tempting to write this off as straightforward racism on the part of the author, 
particularly given his background growing up in the border-state region of the U.S., it would 
106 The Curse of Lono, 36.
107 Ibid.
108 Ibid., 85.
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be incorrect to do so for a number of reasons. First of all, Thompson’s perspective on race 
was complex in that he was acutely aware of the corrosive nature of racism in America, as is 
evidenced by his work for The Reporter in “A Northern City with Southern Problems” and the 
description of the injustices perpetrated on, the Chicano community in “Strange Rumblings in 
Aztlan.” He was likewise painfully perceptive when it came to fleshing out the ridiculous nature 
of racist attitudes, as witness “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved.” However, 
Thompson was also quick to take minorities to task for a variety of supposed collective sins, 
one of which is being duped into self-destructive behavior by the ruling classes. In “Last Tango 
in Las Vegas,” Thompson was thus capable of composing an evocative portrait of Muhammad 
Ali though he had been equally capable of writing off the fight in Zaire four years previously 
as not worth the effort because he had no need to watch “a couple of niggers beat the shit 
out of each other.”109 Thompson had ambivalent feelings towards boxing; as a sport, he was 
fascinated by it and wrote about boxers ranging from Joe Louis to Mike Tyson. On the other 
hand, he was keenly aware of what boxing did to its practitioners. Boxing had its glories, but in 
the end it was a fool’s game that left former champions with addled brains and scarred faces. 
If African-American boxers were noble athletes for bringing boxing to new heights of refined 
destruction, they were “niggers” for getting trapped into boxing in the first place.110
Secondly, Thompson often used his own narrative to accentuate the moods and attitudes 
of the individuals being portrayed. The more race-conscious the mood in the story, the more 
likely Thompson would refer to either minorities or the majority in disparaging terms. Thus, the 
racial tensions present in Hawaii are given further significance by being mirrored in Thompson’s 
own words. Just as Thompson used the patois of the streets to sharpen the portrait of the 
individuals and their environment in Hell’s Angels, in The Curse of Lono, he uses derogatory 
racial terms to heighten the mood of racial tension.  
Finally, it cannot be ruled out that Thompson was playing to his audience. As his career 
progressed, Thompson pushed harder on the hot button words and issues identified under the 
umbrella term of “political correctness.” Given that the identity of Thompson’s audience was 
well-established by the end of his life — his readership was predominantly young to middle-
aged white college-educated males — Thompson was taking relatively little risk by assuming a 
racist or misogynist persona in his writing as the bulk of his audience was likely to understand 
what he was doing: challenging phony political correctness and, in stark terms, portraying a 
social reality. 
It took almost two years for Thompson to complete his book on Hawaii, The Curse of Lono. 
In Lono, Thompson weaves together a number of different story lines, some of them fictional 
109 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 209.
110 In 1957, in one of his last pieces for the Command Courier, Thompson wrote of boxing great and former world 
heavyweight champion Joe Louis: “now the thundering ovations are for another champion, and true to the rule, yesterday’s 
hero is but a memory; incompatible with the picture of an aging man, troubled with a bad heart and faced with a future 
on a financial treadmill […]” See Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 87.  
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and some not even his own work.111 The primary storyline is that of Thompson and Steadman’s 
attempts to cover the Honolulu Marathon for Running and their subsequent return to the 
islands to gather further material on Hawaii. Where Steadman was Thompson’s unconscious foil 
in “Kentucky Derby,” the relatively naïve foreigner in the bizarre world of the deep South, here 
he is relegated in the narrative to the role of the slapstick victim. His flight into Honolulu from 
London is described in nightmarish terms:
 The twelve-thousand-mile trip from London had been a fiendish ordeal. His wife tried 
to get off the plane in Anchorage and his daughter wept the whole way. The plane was 
struck twice by lightning on the descent into Honolulu and a huge black woman from Fiji 
who was sitting next to them had an epileptic seizure.112 
Steadman’s travails in Hawaii are a mainstay of the book. Early on in the trip, in an attempt 
to unwind from the long and arduous flight from England, Steadman goes diving off the coast, 
only to get thrown up against the angular rock formations that border the shoreline. He is left 
with a substantial gash in his back that causes no small amount of misery: 
 It was an ugly story. This was his first trip to the tropics, a thing he’d been wanting to do 
all his life … and now he was going to die from it, or at least be permanently crippled. His 
family was demoralized, he said. Probably none of them would ever get back to England, 
not even to be properly buried. They would die like dogs, for no good reason at all, on a 
rock far out in the middle of an utterly foreign sea. 
     The rain lashed against the windows as we talked. There was no sign of a break in the 
storm, which had been raging for many days. The weather was worse than Wales, he said. 
And the pain in his back was causing him to drink heavily. Anna cried every time he asked 
for more whiskey. “It’s horrible,” he said. “I drank a litre of Glenfiddich last night.”113
Steadman’s arrival in Honolulu under such a dark cloud of misfortune stands in sharp 
contrast to the (highly-fictionalized) rendition Thompson provides the reader of his own flight 
in. No longer relegated to the cramped quarters of Economy Class or the press charter planes 
that were often his fate on previous journeys, Thompson is now in First Class. Here, the luggage 
tags on his carry-on bag state that he is a “Dr.,” an affectation he adopted while writing 
Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72. His false claim to a doctorate leads him to be 
consulted by a Mr. Ackerman, who Thompson describes as having 
 [t]he look of a man who had once been a tennis pro in Hong Kong, then gone on to bigger 
things. The gold Rolex, the white linen bush jacket, the Thai Bhat chain around his neck, 
the heavy leather briefcase with combination locks on every zipper … These were not 
111 McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, on the genesis of the Lono book, 273-277. 
112 The Curse of Lono, 40-41.
113 Ibid., 42.
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signs of a man who would lock himself in the bathroom immediately after takeoff and stay 
inside for almost an hour.  114
Yet, both arrivals are fantasies about a Hawaii possessed of the capability of destroying a 
man. First of all, Steadman’s arrival in Hawaii was in reality quite a bit different from the picture 
drawn by Thompson in The Curse of Lono. While he did injure his back early on in the trip, he 
remembers that “[o]n Christmas Eve we played parlor games and dressed in Hawaiian leis, the 
flower necklaces visitors are presented with when they arrive on the islands with the greeting, 
‘Aloha!’”115 He does concur with Thompson that the tenor of the trip was one of desperation 
to find a story worth writing and a deep sense of resentment towards the local community, the 
members of which all appeared to part of a huge conspiracy of deceit: 
 But the trip became bigger than both of us as we wept on the Kona coast, wondering 
what in hell we were doing there if it wasn’t to create a story, and worse still, wondering 
why was everybody lying to us? It became our daily mantra and we pinned the phrase up 
in both our kitchens.116
Steadman notes that the trip was under a cloud of an altogether different type, as well: he 
believes that it was at this time that Thompson began to divorce himself creatively from his 
collaborator-illustrator.117 The Curse of Lono was, in fact, the last major project the two men 
worked on together and Thompson consistently referred to the work-in-progress as Steadman’s 
book.118
As a counterpoint to Thompson and Steadman’s doomed progress across Hawaii in quest 
of a suitable story, Thompson weaves in Richard Hough’s The Last Voyage of Captain James 
Cook, 119 retelling the story of the murder of Captain Cook at the hands of Hawaii islanders led 
by the legendary Kamehemeha through excerpts of the Hough book. The tension in Thompson’s 
book is ratcheted up slowly through the episodic presentation of Cook’s demise at the hands of 
the Hawaiians. Furthermore, it is from Hough’s writing that we learn the significance of Lono, 
a messianic figure in Hawaiian lore. Legend states that Lono will one day return to the islands. 
A king in the time before Hawaii had a written history, it is told that Lono was a good and just 
king who accidently killed his wife and subsequently exiled himself from Hawaii, promising one 
day to return when the time was right. As Thompson puts it, “he was not made in the same 
mold as Jesus, although he seems to have had the same basic decent instincts.”120 On the other 
hand, Lono is also
114 Ibid., 12.
115 Ralph Steadman, The Joke’s Over, 196.
116 Ibid.
117 Ibid., 190
118 Ibid.
119 Richard Hough, The Last Voyage of Captain James Cook. (London: Macmillan London Limited, 1979).
120 The Curse of Lono, 70. 
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 a chronic brawler with an ungovernable temper, a keen eye for the naked side of life and 
a taste for strong drink at all times. This side of his nature, although widely admired by his 
subjects, kept him in constant trouble at home. His wife, the lovely Queen Kaikilani Alii had 
a nasty temper of her own, and the peace of the royal household was frequently shattered 
by monumental arguments.121
Not surprisingly, Thompson identifies closely with Lono and by the end of the book has 
declared that he is Lono, returned to the islands at last to lift it from its wretched corrupted 
state. Upon reaching this conclusion, he declares to Steadman that it is this unbelievable truth 
that has kept them from finding the real story of Hawaii they sought, a story they go so far to 
seek that they wind up fishing for marlin with a boat captain named Steve, in conscious mimicry 
of Ernest Hemingway. Now, however, they can cease battling the elements: 
 We were blind. The story we wanted was right in front of our eyes from the very start – 
although we can be excused, I think, for our failure to instantly understand a truth beyond 
reality. It was not an easy thing for me to accept the fact that I was born 1,700 years 
ago in an ocean-going canoe somewhere off the Kona coast of Hawaii, a prince of royal 
Polynesian blood, and lived my first life as King Lono, ruler of all the islands.122  
By this time, however, Ralph Steadman is gone, having left the islands to return to England. 
The last section of the book consists primarily of Thompson’s correspondence to Steadman, the 
action reduced to the indirect slant of letter-writing narrative, a technique reminiscent of the 
very earliest work that Thompson did in the Air Force. There is indeed an increased sense of 
loneliness in the story as Thompson reduces the focus to the narrow point of his own exile 
from Hawaii proper. Steadman leaves, then Hough is abandoned as a narrative prop, as are 
Thompson’s other main sources of citation on Hawaii, Mark Twain’s Letters from Hawaii and 
The Journals of William Ellis.123 In the end, we are left with Thompson’s reveries on life in 
Kaleokeawe, a Hawaiian City of Refuge. Here, in a safe haven where even enemies of the king 
and murderers were, in Hawaiian tradition, to be protected from persecution, Thompson can 
quietly finish his screed on the islands.
121 Ibid., 70-71.
122 Ibid., 154.
123 William Ellis first published his Journals in 1827. Thompson referenced an edition published in the 1970s, which was a 
facsimile of the edition published in the 1850s. For this research, an edition was used which was published in 2010 and is 
a facsimile of the 1917 edition: William Ellis, Journal of William Ellis – A Narrative of a Tour through Hawaii in 1823 (Milton 
Keynes: Lightning Source, Ltd., 2010). Mark Twain never published Letters from Hawaii in book form in his lifetime. The 
complete general edition used by Thompson was published in 1966 and edited by A. Grove Day. For this research, a reprint 
of the 1975 edition by Grove Day was used: A. Grove Day, ed., Mark Twain’s Letters from Hawaii (Honolulu: University of 
Hawaii Press, 1975).  
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4.5.2 Fact and Fiction: The Fictional Creations in The Curse of Lono
 
In addition to the authoritative voices of Hough, Ellis, and Twain,124 Thompson also introduces 
a fictional narrative line involving the character of Gene Skinner, the erstwhile protagonist of 
the novel Thompson was writing at the time of the original Running article, The Silk Road.125 
The Silk Road was initially planned to be Thompson’s (post-)Vietnam novel,126 drawing on 
his experiences as a correspondent there prior to the fall of Saigon. Following the release of 
thousands of convicts and other “undesirables” from Cuba in 1980 and the resultant “Freedom 
Flotilla” crisis, Thompson traveled to Florida to report on the crisis. While he failed to produce a 
non-fictional account of the tragedy, he did find inspiration for The Silk Road.127 As Thompson 
put it in his “Overview” of the novel in Songs of the Doomed:
 [T]here was not enough room in a journalistic format for the characters I wanted. So I 
finally decided to write the story as a novel, told in the first person by a narrator who is 
also a main character and who speaks from a POV not unlike that of Nick Carraway in The 
Great Gatsby – and Gene Skinner, the main character and high-rolling protagonist of The 
Silk Road, may in fact be a lineal descendant of Jay Gatsby, in a different time and a very 
different place.128
Gene Skinner, a “professional adventurer who worked in Vietnam as a helicopter pilot 
for a CIA-owned property called Air America,” was recycled for use in The Curse of Lono as 
Thompson’s first guide to the islands. Thompson had used fictional characters before: in Fear 
and Loathing in Las Vegas, Acosta is fictionalized as “my Samoan attorney,” while Thompson’s 
fictional alter ego pops up in various publications, including both Fear and Loathing books as 
“Raoul Duke.” Similarly, Thompson used the character of Yail Bloor in “The Great Shark Hunt” 
in the incarnation of a drug-smuggling travel companion on a flight back from Mexico.129 In 
a previous appearance, Bloor was a police chief in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. Finally, 
Thompson used a fictional political fixer named J.D. Squane in Fear and Loathing: On the 
Campaign Trail ’72, whose name recurred sporadically in later writings.       
124 It is striking the degree to which Thompson’s approach to the exotica of Hawaii mirrors that of the National Geographic: 
the Geographic, too, is wont to resort to historic sources for a sense of continuous perspective. Likewise, the editors of the 
Geographic are fond of the collage method of multimedia illustration of their books and magazine articles. 
125 In 1990, excerpts from the novel were published in Thompson’s Songs of the Doomed, along with sections of two other 
novels he had written but had not published at that time. Of the three, The Silk Road, Prince Jellyfish, and Rum Diary, 
only the latter has since been published in full. There is also an extant storyboard of a fourth novel, Polo is My Life, as well 
as illustrations for the novel, but it has never been published or even excerpted to date, though Thompson mentioned 
working on it at regular intervals in the latter years of his life. See Christine Othitis,  The Great Thompson Hunt website, 
Polo is My Life storyboard; see also Steadman, Gonzo: The Art, 52-54
126 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 230-231.
127 Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, on the change of The Silk Road setting and context, 236. McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, on 
the genesis of The Silk Road, 271; see also Cowan, Hunter S. Thompson: An Insider’s View, 76.
128 Hunter Thompson, Songs of the Doomed: More Notes on the Death of the American Dream (New York: Pocket Books, 
1990). 
129 “The Great Shark Hunt,” in The Great Shark Hunt, 421-452. 
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Never before, however, had Thompson made such extended use of fictional inserts as he 
did in The Curse of Lono. Gene Skinner is fully fleshed out and is an integral part of the book. By 
the end of the book, his is the only narrative strand in addition to that of Thompson himself to 
prevail. Skinner is, however, provided with attributes that detract from his credibility in the story; 
in The Curse of Lono, Thompson has subverted the concept of the suspension of disbelief. Here 
the reader is being asked to suspend their suspension of disbelief, or at least to keep it on a hair 
trigger. In other words, Thompson has made Gene Skinner unbelievable enough that the reader 
will assume he is fictional even though the manner in which he is presented in the narrative 
suggests you are to assume he is real. In The Curse of Lono, truth and fact are definable as very 
separate things: the book may not be completely factual, but it is all held to be true. The writer’s 
integrity in the eyes of the reader is maintained because we are given a sporting chance to glean 
the fact from the fiction, even as we are being asked to accept the overall veracity of the tale. 
Similarly, Mr. Heem — yet another supporting character seen previously: Heem appeared 
as the hotel manager in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas — is a too perfect foil. If the recycled 
name is not a giveaway that this is a fabrication, then the description of the character surely is:
Ralph was agitated about leaving me alone with a stranger. 
“I can see it in his eyes,” he said. “He’s a dope addict. It’s no accident that he was sitting 
here like a troll when we got off the plane.”
“Ridiculous,” I said. “He’s picking up his girlfriend. People are friendly over here, Ralph. It’s 
not like Honolulu!”
“Oh, God!” he moaned. “You’re lying again. They’re everywhere, like pods – and you’re 
one of them!”
“That’s right,” I said. “And so is this man Heem. He slipped me a package the minute we 
got off the plane.”
He stared at me, then quickly pulled his daughter to his side.
“It’s horrible,” he muttered. 
“Worse than perverts.”130
  
Gene Skinner and Mr. Heem are presented as being real people and are given enough 
detail to lend a degree of verisimilitude to their presence in the book. On the other hand, details 
are provided for each which are clear markers of fabrication. They are thus both believable in 
that they serve as a credible presence in the book, but not to be believed in that we are given 
clues as readers that they are fictional. Nonetheless, both, particularly Skinner, contribute to the 
truth about Hawaii being revealed. 
4.5.3  The Publication of The Curse of Lono
The Curse of Lono faced criticism when it was first published as the actual input by its supposed 
130 The Curse of Lono, 59-60.
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author was seen as a bit slender.131 Considering the preponderance of borrowed literature, not 
just from Hough, but also Mark Twain and William Ellis as well as a number of more obscure 
references, this was not altogether unexpected. Add to this that the book is lavishly illustrated 
with artwork by Ralph Steadman, some of which he later included in the art book Gonzo: 
The Art, and it is easy to see why even Paul Perry referred to the book as having “the feel of 
a greeting card,” even if Perry was in part prompted to this remark by the heavy stock paper 
which was used for the book.132 There were also some laudatory notes, but neither the praise 
nor the criticism in these reviews identified what I would argue is the most important shift in 
Thompson’s work and what, in the end, makes The Curse of Lono a satisfactory return to Gonzo 
and a satisfying book to read. In Lono, Thompson has, through the use of collage and through 
the addition of a prominent fictional narrative line, found a manner by which to escape his 
own celebrity in his work133 without having to completely forfeit the ability to write an effective 
piece of critical impressionistic and participatory journalism. Where Thompson still sought out 
his own background material in Las Vegas in order to plumb the truth of the place, in Lono 
he relies on a combination of references and personal experience to make his point. Similarly, 
where in the past, he interjected his own presence into a situation in order to prompt a reaction 
he could then use in his story, here he does away with this personal involvement by relying on 
past experience to create a facsimile of such an experience. Still, by retaining a core feature story 
line, his own real experiences in Hawaii, and grounding his impressions in the work of previous 
writers on the same subject, Thompson remains true to his basic edicts. In Lono, Thompson 
practices the core party line of Gonzo:
 It is a style of reporting based on William Faulkner’s idea that the best fiction is far more 
true than any kind of journalism – and the best journalists have always known this. 
 Which is not to say that Fiction is necessarily “more true” than Journalism, but that both 
“fiction” and “journalism” are artificial categories; and that both forms, at their best, are 
only two different means to the same end.134 
The Curse of Lono and Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas can be said to have very similar 
agendas. They are both aimed at revealing the truth about the locales being presented, and they 
both purport to reveal greater truths about the United States and where it is headed. However, 
131 McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 276-277; Jann Wenner stated, “To me, he was just spinning his wheels. I don’t know where 
Lono fits into what he is supposed to be doing. I never read it. It just seemed like an indulgence … even easy work was 
hard for Hunter.” See Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 235; In the San Francisco Chronicle, Patricia Holt accused Thompson 
of adding other author’s work as “filler:” Patricia Holt, “Full of Danger and Weirdness,” San Francisco Chronicle, June 11, 
1983. Charlie Haas deemed it “formulaic:” Charlie Haas, “Curse of Lono Review,” New York Times, January 15, 1984. 
Jay Cowan counters that there was no shortage of material, but that an abundance of script was the source of the editing 
problems. See Cowan, 171. 
132 See Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 251-252.
133 See Carroll, Hunter, 227.
134 “Jacket Copy for Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas,” in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Other American Stories.
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the manner in which this mission is approached is strikingly different in the two books. Whereas 
Las Vegas showed the essentially lunatic behavior of the protagonists, the agents provocateur 
Thompson and Acosta in the guise of Raoul Duke and Dr. Gonzo, being accommodated and 
thus throwing into bold relief the lunacy of Las Vegas as a viable form of community, in Lono, 
even Thompson’s well-intentioned efforts at organization are subverted by the malevolence 
of Hawaiian nature and its fatalistic and brutal aboriginal culture. In Fear and Loathing in 
Las Vegas, Thompson and Acosta actively confronted the city’s twisted culture head-on and 
immersed themselves in it. The result is a Vegas experience filtered through the sensibilities of a 
cynical veteran of the 1960s, a man who has seen the high water mark reached, as he himself 
put it, and is now reporting on the ebbing tide of a culture that has spent its energies and is 
now sliding inexorably into the abyss of commodity pleasure.
In The Curse of Lono, there is more distance. Despite hijinks with fireworks, Thompson 
has little control over the action taking place in the book. If Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas is 
about perpetration and a quest for truth, The Curse of Lono is about passive experience and 
serendipitous discovery. Thompson cannot interface with his milieu as an anonymous reporter; 
if he going to get at the truth in Hawaii, it is going to have to come to him. The Curse of Lono is 
thus both structurally and methodologically a different type of book than Hell’s Angels and Fear 
and Loathing in Las Vegas. Structurally, Thompson has taken Gonzo into the framework of the 
book, resorting to collage and the insertion of an overtly fictional narrative line to achieve the 
visceral, participatory effect he had previously achieved in first-person reportage in his previous 
works. Methodologically, Thompson has taken on the more passive stance in order to alleviate 
the interference created by his own celebrity. Although Thompson has abdicated his role as 
provocateur and lost a good deal of control of the action, he has regained control of the story 
through  conscious manipulation of the structure of the story, by superimposing a narrative arc 
on the action, through the materials being used to compose the story, by applying a collage 
technique which uses the work of others, and through the characters being introduced and 
tracked in the story, by adding fictional characters who have a sustained presence in the work. 
In essence, celebrity has forced Thompson to increase the use of the storytelling mechanisms of 
Gonzo in his work while de-emphasizing the participatory elements.
 
4.6 A Return to Short Form: Thompson as a Columnist at the San Francisco 
Examiner in the 1980s and 1990s 
 
In the eleven years between The Curse of Lono and Better than Sex, Thompson embarked 
on a career as a regular columnist for the San Francisco Examiner. By doing so, he returned 
to a type of journalism he had abandoned since his tenure in the Air Force. While a column 
may have seemed an odd move for Thompson at this particular point in his career, there was 
a certain logic to the decision. First of all, a column kept his writing in the public view at 
a time when he was otherwise not consistently publishing. Secondly, the Examiner provided 
Thompson with a new literary base of operations to replace the Rolling Stone, given the strained 
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relation he had with the latter in the period. Finally, the position of columnist at the Examiner 
gave Thompson an opportunity to return to writing about politics on a regular basis at a time 
when the peccadilloes of the Reagan and Bush Administrations were revitalizing his interest in 
national affairs.  Nonetheless, there were many who doubted the wisdom of hiring Thompson 
as a columnist. First of all, he still had a terrible reputation in the publishing community for not 
meeting his commitments, despite the partial reclamation of his previous reputation with the 
completion of The Curse of Lono. Additionally, there were many critics who believed that Gonzo 
was too dependent on the space provided by long-form journalism to work within the confines 
of a short periodical column. 
As Perry points out in Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. 
Thompson, at the time of the publication of The Curse of Lono, Thompson still owed Jim 
Silberman of Simon & Shuster a novel for which he had received an advance of over 100,000 
dollars, even as Perry was querying the same publishing house to do a Thompson book called 
Rise of the Body Nazis.135 Yet, this was in the same period, 1985, that he hired on at the Hearst 
family-run Examiner. In the end, Thompson managed to square the circle by delivering his first 
anthology of Examiner columns to Silberman in lieu of the novel. This volume was published 
as Generation of Swine (1988); further columns from the Examiner were published in Songs of 
the Doomed (1990). It should be noted that the San Francisco Examiner went to extraordinary 
lengths to ensure that Thompson met his regular deadlines. Initially David Bergin, editor at the 
Examiner, was given the task of making sure that Thompson’s column arrived on time; later 
the job was passed on to David McCumber.136 Later more help was provided by Maria Khan, 
a journalism student who worked as Thompson’s assistant and later became his girlfriend.137 
Given Thompson’s focus on finance in the 1980s, it no doubt helped that the Examiner was 
willing to pay him 1500 dollars per column, providing him with a steady income for the 1985-
1990 period. In total, Thompson submitted one-hundred and sixty-nine columns to the San 
Francisco Examiner from September 1985 to February 1990.
In keeping with the Gonzo approach to journalism, there is a good deal of writing about 
writing in the columns. The debut column, which ran in the Examiner on September 23, 1985, 
is actually the memo that Thompson submitted to the Examiner with ideas for the column.138 
Similarly, the first column in the Generation of Swine anthology is about Thompson’s desperate 
search for a good story for the column:
 “Did you have fun?” asked the bell captain, as he opened the driver-side door for me. 
 “Are you crazy?” I said. “I have a serious deadline to meet. We’ve been at the tattoo parlor 
all night. It was the only way to do it.”
135 See Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 255-256. See also McKeen, Outlaw 
Journalist, 291.  
136 McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 286: Bergin claimed his work with Thompson was very enjoyable, but it was so distracting, 
it contributed to his being fired from the paper. 
137 Ibid., 287. 
138 “Buffalo Gores a Visitor,” Generation of Swine: Gonzo Papers, Volume II (New York: Summit Books, 1988), 30-32. 
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 “What?” he said. “You got yourself tattooed?”
 “Oh, no,” I told him. “Not me.” I pointed to Maria, who was already far into the lobby. 
“She’s the one who got the tattoo,” I said. “A huge black and red panther between her 
shoulder blades.”
 He nodded slowly, but I could see his face was tense. “What do you mean?” he said. “You 
made that poor girl get tattooed? Just for a newspaper story?”
 “It was the right thing to do,” I said. “We had no choice. We are, after all, professionals.”139 
The style likewise fits with the Gonzo stance: in addition to Thompson’s standard missives on 
how little time he has to meet his deadline and various references to behind-the-scenes activity, 
many of the columns end without a resolution. In many cases, the storyline is picked up again 
at a later point, but often with several columns between the various segments of these longer-
running episodes. Additionally, many of the Gonzo flourishes are presented in a compressed 
fashion. At the Examiner, Thompson was bound to the strict word-count guidelines of a daily 
newspaper. In order to keep his columns within the limits of the column space he had available 
to him, he needed to develop a more telegram-like delivery of the background material that 
had added so much vitality to Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Fear and Loathing: On the 
Campaign Trail ’72. In Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, single news stories were highlighted 
and discussed at length, only to be buried among Thompson’s own imaginings of possibly 
even more absurd bulletins. In the Examiner columns, there is no space for elaboration and 
Thompson is forced to fire off various headlines in rapid sequences, counting on the cumulative 
effect of these inventories of foolishness and depravity to have an effect similar to his Fear and 
Loathing in Las Vegas news features:140
 The news was not funny last week. The pace was fast and the stories were cruel, but 
there was not a lot of humor in it. The headlines were dominated by stories of failure, 
madness and treachery… The weather was foul almost everywhere in the country except 
Long Island Sound, where local vigilantes killed a white Beluga whale. It washed up on the 
beach with at least two .22-caliber bullet holes in its head, slain for no apparent reason. 
 The death of the whale was quickly made the subject of a federal investigation – along 
with Michael Deaver, Jackie Presser and Kurt Waldheim. A sudden blizzard in Oregon killed 
nine people on Mount Hood, and berserk rural terrorists bombed an elementary school in 
a hamlet called Cokeville, in Wyoming. … Teddy White died in New York, the Teamsters 
rallied in Las Vegas, Ronald Reagan canceled the SALT II treaty with Russia, and Attorney 
General Ed Meese declared war on Sex and Violence.
 It was one of those weeks when nothing seemed to work.141 
139 “Saturday Night in The City,” Generation of Swine, 15. The column was originally published in the December 9, 1985 
edition of the San Francisco Examiner. The “Maria” in the column is Maria Kahn, then Thompson’s girlfriend and assistant. 
140 The end result is a conscious parody of what is known in the radio news business as “ripping wire,” where radio news 
shows fill their timeslots with basic bulletins they have lifted straight from the wire service telexes.
141 See Generation of Swine, 117.  
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Where Thompson had luxuriated in the expanse of a 75,000 word piece in Fear and 
Loathing in Las Vegas, here he is terse as he attempts to shoehorn his eccentric style into a much 
shorter form. Amazingly, as truncated as it is, it still works as Gonzo journalism. The reader is 
still being offered a perspective on the news that contains an overtly subjective outlook on the 
part of the writer:
 King Fahd shrugged it off, but he let George get out of the country before he denounced 
him as a dumb brute…and by the time Bush got back to the White House he was looking 
at a personal tragedy […] The albatross was on him, and he will be better off out of the 
race. Others will come and go before he dies in a fog like George Romney. We will march 
on a road of bones, he said, and then he disappeared.142
Likewise, writer participation in the story and meta-journalistic aspects are still present in the 
Examiner columns as can be seen in the excerpt above from “Saturday Night in The City.” 
What has changed is that the introduction of fictional conceits is far less elaborate than in The 
Curse of Lono, the exposure of structure is far less extensive than in Fear and Loathing: On the 
Campaign Trail ’72, and the focus on experience rather than the facts is less skewed in favor of 
experience than in either Campaign Trail or Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. Nonetheless, they 
are still present, including fictional vignettes:
 In the midst of all of this, my friend Skinner arrived in Colorado for what he called a 
“long rest and some serious fishing.” […] He spent a week in our guest room and went 
fishing every morning with a 12-gauge shotgun and a green plastic net. He would prowl 
the banks of the creek, from one trout-pond to another, and whenever he saw a big fish 
near the surface he would blast it with the shotgun and then scoop it up with the net, 
before the shock wore off. On some mornings he would bring back five or six big trout 
for breakfast – and there was rarely any problem with the bones, which had been turned 
into mush by the blast. We ate them like eggs, with black pepper and jalapeno sauce. But 
it made the neighbors uneasy, and we were happy to see him go.143
By necessity, the application of the non-fiction story or feature story method is forgone 
much of the time. The structure of the weekly column and Thompson’s mandate at the paper 
precluded too much feature writing in lieu of topical commentary. That did not, however, 
completely eliminate non-fictional stories from Thompson’s Examiner copy. For his Christmas 
column of 1986, Thompson submitted a winter tableau of his own on the detonation of an 
antiquated Jeep Cherokee Wagoneer: 
142 Originally in “Two More Years” from the May 12, 1986 edition of the Examiner. The column is about Vice President 
Bush’s efforts to boost flagging oil prices in the mid-1980s in the face of Mideast overproduction. See Generation of Swine, 
116. 
143 See Generation of Swine, 117. Originally published as “They All Drowned” in the May 19, 1986 edition of the Examiner.
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 It was Friday night when we finally blew up the Jeep. The explosion shook the whole valley 
and sent chunks of red shrapnel flying over the house and all the way back to the White 
River National Forest. All traffic stopped on the road and the elk herd scattered in panic.
 But not for long. It was over in 22 seconds. Nobody was injured and no animals were 
killed, despite the ominous presence of Russell Chatham, the famous meat-eating artist 
from Montana. 
 Russell is also a famous chef – and whenever he shows up, things die. He will jerk a tarpon 
out of the sea or an antelope off the prairie, just to get his hands on the meat.144
The most significant shift in Thompson’s work, if we compare the Examiner columns with 
earlier books and articles, is in such works as Hell’s Angels, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, and 
Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72 the mission was one of exposure and education. In 
Hell’s Angels, Thompson was out to expose the untruths being perpetrated by the media and by 
government institutions through their public communications arms with respect to the nascent 
motorcycle gangs. In Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, there was a conscious effort to expose the 
dark side of the American Dream by presenting a Las Vegas experience not generally shown to 
the American public by the media or by tourism and gambling publicists. Thompson returned 
to this fertile territory in The Curse of Lono in his attempts to expose the lie of Hawaii, that is, 
the rendition of Hawaii Thompson felt was being foisted upon the American public by popular 
culture. And in Campaign Trail ’72, Thompson lays bare the process of both politics and political 
journalism in order to provide both greater insight into the true nature of American national 
politics and to provide his readers with a taste of what it is like to be on the campaign trail, 
perhaps to better understand the forces being exerted on both the candidates and the people 
covering them. In the Examiner columns, however, inside knowledge is assumed. The reader has 
to bring quite a bit to the table in terms of topical knowledge in order to fully understand many 
of the references being made. Remarkably little is done in the columns to explain the news 
being discussed. There is, in other words, a shift away from writing as a supplement to the body 
of knowledge and experience being provided by other media towards a more direct connection 
between news events and commentary. Where Hell’s Angels was feature journalism, and the 
Fear and Loathing books were Gonzo journalism, the Examiner columns were Gonzo editorials. 
Thompson had, in essence, come full circle and returned to what he had begun in the Air Force. 
He was writing letters to friends under the guise of a newspaper column, even as he was writing 
journalism under the guise of writing letters to his friends:
 Dear Ralph. I finally got your letter from the intensive care ward at Maidstone Hospital, 
but it was dated 20 March 85 and that was a long time ago, considering that you mailed 
it from the very lip of the grave. You sound like an old woman, Ralph. I’m tired of your 
bitching and whining. Just because you got drunk and almost died is no reason to come 
144 “Orgy of the Dead,” San Francisco Examiner, December 22, 1986. See Generation of Swine, 191.
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jabbering at me about royalties and the meaning of life.145 
As such, the Examiner columns are the logical result of the trajectory Thompson’s career 
traced in the 1980s. As is argued above, Thompson faced the challenge of catering to an 
audience that wished for him to continue producing works that fit the Gonzo mold while 
simultaneously providing them with a Gonzo model to live by. At the same time, he needed to 
find a way to deal with the problem that his own fame and celebrity were making it difficult to 
practice Gonzo in the classical sense. Here, by making readers privy to his inner life and focusing 
more on editorializing news than covering events, he could accommodate the demand for 
Gonzo writing without being hampered by his persona, and he could provide readers with a 
window into the Gonzo life by including in his columns events from his own life in relation to 
the news events being discussed. In effect, the news has been relegated to the background of 
the life in order to create a viable product for the 1980s market.        
The primary threads throughout are politics and sports, two mainstays of Thompson’s 
journalism. In some cases, the attitude Thompson generally takes towards sports, that of the 
avid amateur gambler, is transplanted to the realm of American politics, creating a hybrid of 
Campaign Trail ’72 and his earliest work at the Command Courier. In discussing the 1986 
midterm elections in the U.S., Thompson states,
It was my friend the political strategist, calling from Washington. His nerves were getting 
away from him, he said. He wanted to talk about almost anything except politics. 
“Call a priest,” I said. “I’m in the politics business, and tonight I need some numbers.”
“On what?” he said. “The Senate?” He laughed harshly. “Don’t bother. It makes no 
difference. The Democrats might gain control, but Reagan will still have the veto. Our only 
hope is to stonewall him until 1988. That’s when the deal will go down.” 
“You fool!” I said. “I warned you to stay away from that Crack. One of these days they’re 
going to put you in a cage. Your children will come around on Sundays and poke you 
through the bars with sharp sticks.”
“So what?” he replied. “We will all be in jail pretty soon. I will be worshipped like Walt 
Whitman.”
“Never mind that,” I said. “Get a grip on yourself. There are 34 seats up for grabs. All 
the Democrats need is a net gain of four. What are the numbers for Georgia. I also need 
Missouri and California. And what about that quack in Alaska. Does he have a chance?” 
“Are you kidding?” he said. “That’s Doc Olds. He’s a sleeper. He might even win.”
“Maybe,” I said. “How about seven to one?”146
 
However, it should be said that the actual Gonzo elements in the column — Thompson 
going with his girlfriend to get a tattoo, tales of long-running football bets, and Thompson’s 
ongoing coverage in the mid-eighties of the congressional elections (1986) — are more 
145 Generation of Swine, 52. 
146 “Showdown in the Pig Palace,” in San Francisco Examiner, September 1, 1986. See Generation of Swine, 16.  
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effective in book form than in the drawn-out format of a newspaper feature. More effective as 
newspaper copy are the episodic flourishes: Thompson’s use of personal misfortune and bizarre 
news headlines to frame his nominations for “Swine of the Week” generates often brilliant 
pieces of invective that point out in a striking manner what Thompson believes to be the corrupt 
and perverse nature of the 1980s. 
In the Examiner columns, Thompson was able to resolve the crucial paradox in his work at 
the time, that of success hampering his ability to practice his trade. By relegating news to the 
background of his life, he was also able to accommodate the need of the market for the lifestyle 
aspect of Gonzo, thus creating a product that was economically viable and well-received by his 
readership.147
4.7 The Discovery of Sex: The Night Manager Project, the Polo is My Life 
sketch, and Screwjack 
 
Parallel to his move to the San Francisco Examiner, Thompson did undertake one larger project 
in the mid-1980s, an exposé of the porn industry. The porn business would have been fertile 
ground for the Gonzo treatment given that there were a good number of misconceptions 
concerning the industry at that time, there was no small degree of interest among the public 
about this world that was unknown to most people, even those who frequented adult theatres, 
and it was a phenomenon that was on the cusp of a tremendous boom. Thompson’s original 
idea was to write a book on the porn industry entitled “The Night Manager.”148 In 1984, he was 
contracted to provide Playboy magazine with an excerpt/feature article based on the work he 
was doing.149 Thompson went to great lengths to research the piece/book.150 As Rob Fleder, an 
editor at Playboy who worked with Thompson on both the “Night Manager” project and on a 
previous assignment excerpting The Curse of Lono for publication in Playboy states,
 “The Night Manager” started out as a tightly focused magazine story about what we 
were calling “feminist pornography” – though we didn’t know exactly what we meant 
by that at the time. Well, before long, Hunter was pretty deeply into the story. At some 
point, he basically moved out to San Francisco and went to work at the O’Farrell.151 I guess 
he spent the better part of a year reporting this story, or living it. I talked to him fairly 
regularly, and he wrote some letters that made me think he was on his way to producing 
147 See Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 257. 
148 See Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 256
149 See Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 266. See also Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 256.
150 McKeen, Outlaw Journalist, 282-285; Cowan, Hunter S Thompson: An Insider’s View, 122-123; Wenner and Seymour, 
Gonzo, 269-270; see also Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 254-257. See further Carroll, Hunter, 219-224. 
151 In various publications, the O’Farrell Theatre is referred to as the Carnegie Hall of live sex entertainment. The proprietors, 
the Mitchell brothers, were highly successful entrepreneurs in the sex industry in the United States in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Their careers in the industry came to an end when Jim Mitchell murdered his brother Artie. See Pat Craig, “The Mitchell 
Brothers Story as Told by a Daughter,” The San Jose Mercury News, January 20, 2014, as retrieved from www.mercurynews.
com. Simone Corday, a former employee at the Mitchell Brothers’ O’Farrell Theater published Nine and a Half Years Behind 
the Green Door, which discusses the murder and Hunter Thompson’s tenure at the O’Farrell.   
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a great piece of writing. He had tremendous material, and with the onset of Reaganism 
and the conservative backlash and the first hint of AIDS, it had become more and more of 
a political story.152
The idea of writing about porn at that particular time was remarkably prescient: what 
Thompson and Playboy termed “feminist pornography” later morphed into the multibillion-
dollar “couples adult entertainment” sector that we see today. Like the motorcycle gangs of 
the 1960s, the adult film and theatre enterprises of the 1980s were on the fringe of society, 
but increasingly on the minds of Americans.153 It is also worth noting that Playboy, a periodical 
that had once refused to publish Thompson’s work on Jean-Claude Killy, was now more than 
willing to commission him to write the “Night Manager” story. This makes sense given Playboy’s 
orientation as a lifestyle magazine: Thompson’s persona was now enough of a commodity that 
even a publication like Playboy, ever with an eye to its advertisers, would see the wisdom in 
commissioning his work. Concomitantly, the fact that Playboy provided the commission also 
makes it clear what the value was for Thompson of branching out into this area – sex sells, 
even in the world of literary journalism, and writing about the world of pornography provided 
Thompson with access to the market of Playboy where previously he had been rebuffed.     
In addition to seeming a viable target for the Gonzo treatment, the “Night Manager” project 
neatly solved some of the challenges he was facing in the 1980s. First of all, it provided him with 
a plethora of material that could have been used in crafting the book he still needed to fulfill his 
obligations to Simon & Shuster. Given that Simon & Shuster later accepted Generation of Swine 
as a replacement for the proposed unspecified novel he was supposed to deliver, it is hard to 
imagine publisher Jim Silberman passing on a Gonzo treatment of the sex industry. Additionally, 
Thompson’s ability to approach “The Night Manager” as a true Gonzo project was greater here 
than in other venues due to the particularly insular nature of the adult entertainment sector. 
Here, Thompson’s fame meant little, as interviews with O’Farrell employees at the time make 
clear.154 Thompson was quickly and quietly absorbed into the organization. As Debi Stendahl, 
one of the performers at the O’Farrell in that period, put it,
 Hunter usually came at night and sat on the pool table in Jim and Artie Mitchell’s office in 
one of his short-sleeved golfing shirts and his sunglasses. […] A couple of the girls were 
attracted to him. But half of them didn’t give him the time of day. Well, dancers on the 
whole are attracted to men who dress more stylishly.155 
152 See Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 222.
153 The sex industry would move even more prominently to the forefront of public debate with the publication in 1986 of 
the Report of the Attorney General’s Commission on Pornography, generally referred to as the Meese Report. Thompson 
referred to the Report on a number of occasions in his Examiner columns in the late 1980s, relating his discussion of the 
sex industry to his own “night manager” experience at the O’Farrell. 
154 See, for example, Marty Flynn. “My Interview with Simone Corday ‘The Spirit of O’Farrell’” on the HST Books Site at 
www.hstbooks.org/2009/08/12/my-simone-corday-interview/ . Posted on August 12, 2009. Retrieved on August 16, 2015. 
Simone Corday is also the author of 9 ½ Years Behind the Green Door (2007) about her time at the O’Farrell Theater. 
155 Carroll, Hunter, 219.   
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Finally, the “Night Manager” could have filled a gap in the Thompson oeuvre: in the late 
1970s, William Buckley published a review of The Great Shark Hunt that stated that Hunter 
Thompson apparently had no interest in sex, or at least no interest in writing about sex.156 
Given the worlds already explored by Thompson, the Hell’s Angels, Las Vegas, and the dark 
side of Hawaii, it was anomalous that he had never tackled sex in America. Because of the 
way in which sensibilities were developing in the sixties and seventies, this could be seen as a 
gap in his writing. In the context of his divorce from his wife and the subsequent increase in 
frequency in which sex became a subject in his writing, it is likely that Thompson censored his 
writing on sex to avoid injuring his family. At this point, the mid-1980s, this was no longer as 
much of a consideration. Indeed, in researching the “Night Manager” story, Thompson became 
a volunteer staff member at the O’Farrell Theatre in San Francisco, a live sex club owned by the 
Mitchell Brothers, porn industry magnates in 1984. 
Fleder, however, stated that he felt that Thompson was suffering from writer’s block while 
trying to produce the “Night Manager.”  It should be noted that Thompson had little time to 
recover from any type of writer’s block given that he took on the position of columnist at the 
Examiner in 1985 just months after attempting work on the “Night Manager” project with 
Fleder.157  In the end, he never did publish this work or its successor concept Polo Is My Life.  
As was the case with “The Night Manager,” Thompson worked fitfully on the Polo Is 
My Life book — a work of fiction that was likewise centered on a sex-based theme — which 
likewise never came to fruition in book form but did garner Thompson a seven-figure advance 
on its publication.158  Though the primary projects “Night Manager” and Polo Is My Life were 
never published in their projected form,159 Thompson’s research at the O’Farrell and a number 
of other events in the sex industry community provided him with both material for a number 
of articles160 and some questionable connections. Thus, he was not particularly surprised, 
in the spring of 1990, to be approached by Gail Palmer, who claimed to be a former porn 
movie producer interested in collaborating with Thompson on a future project. Their meeting, 
however, led to his arrest on charges that he had assaulted Palmer. Upon being arrested, his 
house was searched, which led to subsequent charges of illegal possession of narcotics being 
brought against him as well. Thompson was eventually acquitted of all charges in May of 1991. 
He initially announced he would write a book about the trial entitled 99 Days,161 but eventually 
included his version of the events in Kingdom of Fear (2003), his memoirs, which also, fittingly, 
contained the previously unpublished article version of “The Night Manager.”
156 William Buckley, “Blunt Instruments,” The New York Times Book Review, August 5, 1979. 
157 See Carroll, Hunter, 223-224 and 231-232. 
158 See Whitmer, When the Going Gets Weird, 296. 
159 “The Night Manager” appeared in a dramatically abbreviated form in Kingdom of Fear; Polo Is My Life appeared as a 
lengthy piece in Rolling Stone in the December 15, 1994 issue.   
160 Thompson wrote columns on the porn business for the Examiner, included “Dealing with Pigs” (June 16, 1986 edition) 
and “A Clean Ill-Lighted Place”(June 30, 1986); he later published “16 Alexander” in Kingdom of Fear. 
161 In the “About the Author” overleaf of Songs of the Doomed, it is stated that Thompson is “currently at work on 99 
Days: The Trial of Hunter S. Thompson and a long-awaited sex book, Polo Is My Life.”  
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In 1991, Thompson also published a limited edition of Screwjack, a trio of short stories. 
The title story is surely the most memorable: few writers besides Thompson would have had the 
temerity to feature a protagonist resembling themselves as erotically attracted to a cat:
 Forgive me, Lord, for loving this beast like I do, and for wanting him so deep inside me that 
I will finally feel him coming on the soft red skin of my own heart … and for wanting to lay 
down beside him and sleep like a baby with our bodies wrapped into each other and the 
same wild dream in our heads. 
 I am guilty, Lord, but I am also a lover – and I am one of your best people, as you know; 
and yea tho I have walked in many strange shadows and acted crazy from time to time and 
even drooled on Many High Priests…162
   
Screwjack was actually released twice before Thompson’s death. The first edition was 
a private limited print of just five-hundred copies (1991); the commercial edition would be 
released nine years later by Simon & Schuster.163 
In the 1980s, Thompson struggled with the pressures of being a well-known author 
and a lifestyle celebrity. Initially, this led to a reduction in published work and a move into 
more derivative products and means of revenue creation: a biographical film about his life, an 
anthology of previously published work, and an intensification of his activities on the lecture 
circuit. Eventually, Thompson did find means by which to accommodate his need to write and 
his burgeoning public persona.  Initially this was achieved by means of publication in specialized 
periodicals, starting with his work for Running Magazine in 1980-1981 and through a re-
orientation of the Gonzo mechanisms in his writing, as can be seen in the book The Curse of 
Lono. Subsequently, Thompson branched out into new forms of writing, taking Gonzo into 
short form at the San Francisco Examiner, and into new topics, attempting work on the sex 
industry for Playboy as well as working on Polo Is My Life. In all of these endeavors, it can be 
argued that economic considerations played a predominant role: the 1980s were not about 
invention, artistic considerations, or even the gain of symbolic capital to any great degree. It was 
about market maintenance and financial gain. As Thompson himself stated, the 1980s were all 
about paying rent.  
4.8 Summary of Chapter IV
In the twelve years between 1979 and 1991, Thompson faced the problem known to many 
successful writers: the “now do it again” conundrum. The market wanted more of the material 
that had brought him acclaim. Paradoxically, it was his success and celebrity that precluded 
162 Screwjack, 55-56. 
163 Thompson later published two other minor works in limited editions:  a semi-autobiographical short story was published 
as Fire in the Nuts by Gonzo International and Steam Press/Sylph Publications in 2004. “Fire in the Nuts” was later reprinted 
in The Woody Creeker in 2007; Happy Birthday, Jack Nicholson (London: Penguin Press, 2005) was a sampler of earlier work 
published for the Penguin sampler series. 
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his producing the kind of work he did which required a semblance of anonymity. The Gonzo 
formula, therefore, required reworking.
In this period, during which there was no shortage of offers, many of which were never 
completed, Thompson realized that interest in Thompson the man, the cult figure, was also 
a marketable commodity in the TV age of celebrity. He cultivated his image as the artist, the 
bohemian outsider who challenges rules, and took this persona on the lecture circuit. He also 
optioned some of his work to filmmakers for lucrative sums. The films, regardless of their quality 
and critical reception, brought him more celebrity and expanded his fan base among the young 
and educated.
Financially secure, but at a crisis point in his writer’s life – he still longed to be a fiction 
writer – he worked on anthologies of his works, the products proving very successful and 
demonstrating the range of his abilities. Although these years were marked by many false starts 
and works of lesser quality, such as the Night Manager project and Polo is My Life, Thompson 
eventually found the formula which enabled him to remain true to Gonzo while accommodating 
his celebrity and he produced such successful works as The Curse of Lono and Screwjack. He 
was able to reestablish his career as a columnist, ironically the first arena in which he garnered 
praise as a young man.
Once again, Thompson’s sense of social, cultural, and market requirements led him to 
develop an approach for an age that did not betray the basic principles of Gonzo.    
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CHAPTER V
ROAD MAN FOR THE LORDS OF KARMA
1992 - 2005
And all the legends that he started in his life
Live on and prosper,
Unhampered now by his existence.
    Ernest Hemingway on Theodore Roosevelt1
5.1  The Reinvention of Hunter S. Thompson
By the early 1990s, Thompson had entered what can be defined as the fourth period in his 
career. In the first period, from 1956 to 1970, Thompson worked in a pre-Gonzo vein that 
resulted in material that ranged from the more mainstream “A Northern City with Southern 
Problems” to the more experimental “The Temptations of Jean-Claude Killy.” In particular, the 
publication of Hell’s Angels in 1967 and the short work he produced in the period 1968 to 1970 
showed Thompson refining his views on objectivity and truth in journalism and developing the 
journalistic and literary tools to properly deal with these issues and others in his writing. At the 
same time, it can be seen that Thompson was increasingly gravitating towards those periodicals 
willing to provide him with the artistic latitude and journalistic license he desired. 
In the second period, from 1970 to 1979, Thompson published the key works in his 
oeuvre: “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved,” the first feature article to contain all 
of the components of Gonzo journalism; Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, the first book-length 
Gonzo piece; and Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72, the first application of Gonzo 
to a developing news story. It is in this period that Thompson’s invention, Gonzo journalism, 
reached its greatest heights. 
In the late 1970s and 1980s, the third period in his career, Thompson struggled with the 
effect fame had on his ability to practice the form that had brought him his greatest glory. It was 
in this period that Thompson published The Great Shark Hunt, his bestselling anthology and the 
first of the Gonzo-edited “Gonzo Papers” collections. It became increasingly clear that it would 
no longer be possible for Thompson to work in the Gonzo mode as he had originally defined it. 
Thus, in this period, Thompson can be seen working in different areas than he had previously 
done, in particular, weekly columns and commentary, in the work for the San Francisco Examiner 
that resulted in Generation of Swine and Songs of the Doomed, and in work that is much more 
1 Ernest Hemingway, “Roosevelt” Published either without copyright or renewal in 1923. Posted at http://oldpoetry.com/
opoem/100287-Ernest-Hemingway-Roosevelt. Retrieved on July 23, 2010.   
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overtly fictional such as The Curse of Lono and Screwjack. In The Curse of Lono, it also became 
clear that Thompson saw potential in using collage techniques to compensate for the void left 
by his inability to freely participate in the stories he wished to report. Yet, it likewise became 
clear that Thompson was by no means willing to forfeit the basic principles that had led him to 
invent the Gonzo mode of reporting and writing. Lono is as much a quest for the “truth” about 
the Hawaii Marathon and, by extension, the United States of the early 1980s, as “Kentucky 
Derby” was a stripping away of the façade of the Southern gentry and Southern ritual and 
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas was a journey to find the death of the American Dream. Like 
“Kentucky Derby” and Vegas, Lono used the Hawaii Marathon as pretext; this was not about 
sports, but about insight. In his Examiner columns, Thompson likewise continued to subvert 
the concept of journalistic objectivity, often by taking the stance of a sports reporter even as he 
assigned odds for or against political races and government initiatives. 
In 1991, at the beginning of what would be the final period of his career, Thompson 
returned to political journalism in earnest to cover the presidential elections. Given the pressures 
and dilemmas of  his writing career so far, it is not surprising that Thompson’s political reporting 
in 1992 resulted in a work, Better than Sex: Confessions of a Political Junkie, that was different 
in form from his 1972 journalism, a retooled Gonzo as it were, but which retained much of 
the perspective and spirit of the Gonzo of his second period. If Thompson’s career had now 
reached a point where his high media profile made it difficult to apply one of the more obvious 
components of Gonzo journalism, participatory journalism and environmental immersion, it had 
reached a phase where he was now able to replace or displace such original Gonzo components 
with those augmentations he had bench-tested in The Curse of Lono and the Examiner columns: 
collage technique, increased use of fictional components, and foregrounding of  autobiography 
in combination with editorializing. 
While Thompson’s success had hampered his ability to practice participatory journalism 
as he had in the past, he had created a public persona that generated a demand, indeed 
an expectation, among his audience, both his loyal fan base and those who approached his 
work because of his image, that he would infuse autobiographical elements into his work, 
that he would embark on even greater fabrication, but that he would continue to draw on 
topical references to make his point. By resorting to retrospective participation, Thompson both 
accommodated to and manipulated the market to allow him to practice a form of literary 
expression that still satisfied his creative ambitions. 
In Better than Sex, 2 the work that resulted from Thompson’s 1991-1993 work covering 
the 1992 election and Clinton’s subsequent first year in office, these changes are all present: 
increased use of autobiographical elements; increased use of fictional elements; the use of 
collage technique; and a decreased use of participatory journalism. Of these four, the last 
mentioned,  a decreased use of participatory journalism, is the most telling both in terms of a 
comparison to the earlier work done in Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72 and in 
2 Hunter S. Thompson, Better than Sex: Confessions of a Political Junkie (New York: Ballantine Books, 1994). 
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discussing its significance with respect to developments taking place in American politics and 
U.S. society at large. It is here, in particular with respect to Thompson’s choice to cover the 
campaign from the outside looking in as a non-participatory journalist, that it becomes clear 
that profound developments in the media and politics were again prompting Thompson to 
adapt his approach to political coverage and to Gonzo journalism. 
5.1.1  Retrospective Participation: Increased Use of Autobiographical 
Elements 
In Better than Sex, to a much greater degree than in Vegas and Campaign Trail ’72, Thompson 
referenced his past, both as a professional journalist and a young man growing up in Kentucky. 
Early on in the book, there are references to Thompson’s unsuccessful effort to get elected 
Sheriff of Pitkin County, including newspaper clippings from the period. There is also, in a 
section on attaining “total clarity,” a soliloquy on lightning that involves a teenage Thompson:
 Some people live for these moments, these terrible flashes of clarity and naked truth, and 
on some days I am one of them … But not always. It is not a lot different from the rush 
that comes from electroshock therapy, or getting hit by lightning. Zang! Immediate fire in 
the nuts, bulging eyes, and the smell of burning hair. 
 It is an acquired taste. The first one’s free, but after that you really have to like it. 
 When I was 15 years old I used to run around naked on the Cherokee Park golf course 
in Louisville on summer nights when the thunder and lightning happened and the greens 
were drenched with rain. One night I was huddled under a big elm tree about halfway 
down the long first hole, which rolled gently up to a hill above the lake, when I was 
suddenly blasted about 10 feet up in the air by a jolt so terrible that I couldn’t even feel it 
until I was tumbling and twitching on the downhill side of No. 3, and when I looked back 
to where I had been, I saw the tree was on fire and split down the middle. It was hissing 
and popping and sputtering in the rain, and when I finally went back for my clothes, they 
were burned and scorched and the gooseneck putter I’d had in my hand was burned black 
and twisted like a pretzel.3
Where Thompson previously found narrative power in descriptions of what was going on right 
in front of him, here the vividness is still there, as is the experience, but the experience is 
temporally displaced; the reader is offered memoir where, in earlier works, testimony had stood. 
Thompson’s choice of remembered events serves the additional purpose of bolstering his 
outlaw credibility: in Better than Sex, he refers, in addition to his penchant for streaking in 
lightning storms, to his 1990 trial, his failed sheriff’s campaign, and his long-running feud with 
Richard Nixon. In such inclusions, Thompson, mines the resource of his past to both create 
a bond with his audience and bolster the credibility of his iconic image, while at the same 
time creating a foil for the underlying truth of his career situation: Thompson is no longer an 
3 Ibid., 28. 
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unknown outsider looking in, but an established published entity and a consummate insider. 
Gonzo activities in the present tense are a thing of the past; it is his past transgressions that now 
need to be drawn into his present writing to balance things out.
5.1.2  Increased Use of Fictional Elements 
The inclusion of fictional elements had always been an element of Gonzo journalism; given 
Thompson’s position that the truth sometimes cannot be expressed properly through mere 
factual reporting, it can be argued that fictional representations in non-fictional work are a 
linchpin of Gonzo journalism. In later work, however, Thompson’s use of fictionalizations or 
fictional elements became more involved and sophisticated. In The Curse of Lono, Thompson 
made extensive use of the fictional character Gene Skinner who, like Mark Twain’s character 
“Mr. Brown” in his Letters from Hawaii, provided the author with a convenient outlet for coarse 
observations about Hawaii and served as a conduit for the more embarrassing of the author’s 
foibles. 
Skinner is as much a part of the fabric of the story as several of the real participants in 
the Curse of Lono endeavor. In Better than Sex, Thompson resorts to the use of fictional inside 
sources who provide shocking revelations about the candidate (Clinton) that are intended to 
provide an insight into what makes the man tick, even as they serve to amuse the reader and 
buttress the Gonzo flavor of the book. 
As was done in earlier works, in particular Vegas, Thompson also makes use of fake news 
bulletins and press releases. In one, he imagines the death of Ross Perot;4 in another, his own 
retirement from political journalism.5
5.1.3  The Use of Collage Technique
 
As an experienced campaign reporter, Thompson had far better means of access than he 
had at his disposal in the 1970s. In Better than Sex, this is made clear by the use of collage 
technique: Thompson included several facsimiles of letters and memos to and from various 
key figures in the campaigns and the press which serve to both foreground the process of 
Thompson’s journalism and to illustrate the dynamic of this particular election. Thompson was 
in different circumstances, but this was also a very different type of election than 1972. The 
1972 Democratic nomination campaign was about insurgency. Despite having several political 
masterminds on his campaign staff and the backing of a number of prominent business figures, 
McGovern’s campaign for the White House was in essence a grassroots effort that had taken 
advantage of profound changes in the nomination process in order to prevail against such 
4 Ibid., 84. 
5 Ibid., 233. 
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party establishment luminaries as Hubert Humphrey and Edmund Muskie.6 By infusing Better 
than Sex with correspondence from various behind the scenes players involved in media and 
image management such as James Carville, a lead strategist for the Clinton campaign in 1992, 
Thompson drove this point home to his readers. 
5.1.4  Decreased Use of Participatory Journalism
In The Curse of Lono, Thompson still tried to undertake such activities as marlin fishing and 
taunting the runners in the Honolulu Marathon in order to be able to include them in the book. 
He did not, however, participate in the Marathon, except as a spectator heckling the runners, 
and his only Hawaii adventure of note is the fishing trip, which ends up as something of a 
fiasco.7 For Better than Sex, he abandoned the participatory stance altogether. The “Jacket 
Copy” for Better than Sex even states “Thompson hits the dusty trail again — without leaving 
home — yet manages to deliver a mind-bending view of the 1992 presidential campaign – in 
all of its horror, sacrifice, lust, and dubious glory.”8 Some of the positive criticism of Thompson’s 
1972 campaign coverage was that it gave readers a good sense of what it felt like to be involved 
in a national political campaign in the nascent television era. But in 1972, Thompson was able to 
immerse himself in the campaign and bear witness in part because he was a little known entity 
in the world of political journalism. In 1992, he could no longer do this. He therefore decided 
to turn to a different tactic. He would metafictionally cover the coverage while backgrounding 
his own journalism with inside scoops, both fictional and non-fictional, from his large coterie 
of friends and professional political contacts. This particular election provided Thompson with 
an excellent opportunity to make this conversion from outsider on the inside to essentially an 
insider on the outside, providing insight into events and developments to the uninitiated from 
the perspective of the insider. Thompson could no longer cover the presidential race as he had 
in 1972, but then again he no longer had to do so. In 1972, his mission had been to give his 
readership insights into the election process and provide a sense of what it was like out “on the 
trail.” Now, he had the opportunity to educate his audience on the developments taking place 
in the media realm. As television, and increasingly newer media such as the internet, became 
pervasive elements in the political scene, Thompson became the ultimate media viewer, an 
intelligent and insightful guide to the coverage of the campaign as it now unfolded in a 24-hour 
unceasing news cycle of cable television and computer-supported coverage. If Thompson was 
forced to adapt his approach for personal reasons, he had found a solution that was timely and 
befitting developments in the United States political scene.    
The 1992 election was to enter the history books as one of the more eccentric, in no small 
part because of television. The incumbent president, George H.W. Bush, faced little resistance 
6 It should be kept in mind that the other insurgent candidate, George C. Wallace, also did surprisingly well in the primaries, 
with wins in such states as Florida and Maryland. 
7 Wenner and Seymour, Gonzo, 231. See also Steadman, The Joke’s Over, 199-200. 
8 Better than Sex, “Jacket Copy” (italics added). 
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in gaining his party’s nomination for a second term of office, only to find himself facing a 
fearsome challenge in the general election from a conservative independent candidate from his 
home state of Texas, H. Ross Perot, a billionaire businessman.9 Ross Perot was arguably the first 
viable candidate in U.S. presidential history to have a power base founded almost entirely on 
television. His party organization (The Reform Party) was initially close to non-existent; much of 
his campaigning took place on television in 30-minute blocks which he bought in key markets 
and in interviews on such venues as CNN’s Larry King Live. In addition, he relied heavily on free 
exposure through television, provided by the various local and national media networks. In a 
very real sense, Ross Perot’s campaign survived and prospered by the grace of paid and free 
television coverage. Outside of his televised campaign, there was little to cover in the traditional, 
or even 1970s, concept of the presidential political beat. 
Meanwhile, the Democratic nomination was hotly contested, with no clear front-runner 
emerging at the early stages.  There may have initially been more coverage possible in the 
mode that Thompson undertook in 1972, but very quickly the gritty politics of early presidential 
primaries was, here too, overtaken by stories revolving around the media. 
Jerry Brown, the two-time governor of California, made the news by attempting to run 
an insurgent campaign based on the premise that he could collect all the money he needed 
to fund a viable presidential bid by collecting small donations from supporters through a 
1-800 telephone number that he mentioned in every televised appearance. Brown was initially 
dismissed as an eccentric, but later became Clinton’s sole rival for the nomination after winning 
a number of Democratic primaries. 
Clinton, likewise, found himself at the center of a considerable amount of media coverage, 
though in his case it was of a less-desirable form; early in the campaign a story broke that 
Clinton had had a long-standing affair with a woman named Gennifer Flowers. Clinton initially 
suffered in the polls as this story broke and remained in the news. 
In Better than Sex, Thompson adapted his work to the new sensibilities of hyper-televised 
politics by shifting his attention to media consumption, as opposed to media production. As 
a media viewer with insider knowledge of both the political process and the manner in which 
media coverage of a campaign takes place, his coverage was now about providing insight into 
how to interpret the coverage. In this respect, both the collage technique and Thompson’s 
spectator stance served this new mission well. If Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72 
required that Thompson be embedded in the campaign coverage in order for him to succeed in 
providing the proper perspective, the 1992 campaign was actually better explained by watching 
the television coverage and providing proper interpretation and perspective from the vantage 
point of an insider on the outside, looking back in through the prism of the television coverage. 
In Better than Sex, it was evident that Thompson was able to make this shift without losing 
any of the acerbic wit and wry sense of humor that had colored Fear and Loathing: On the 
Campaign Trail ’72. In Better than Sex, Thompson weaves into his reporting fictional “plants” 
9 Perot polled 18.9 percent of the vote in the general election in November of that year. 
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that mock Clinton’s background while simultaneously making the point that Clinton is a much 
tougher candidate and politician than most people think. He also retells one of the classic 
chestnuts of American political campaigning, which revolves around getting an opponent to 
deny a ridiculous accusation in order to point out the basic venality of American presidential 
campaigning. 
While Better than Sex can be termed the sequel to Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign 
Trail ’72 – many of the entries in the book suggest that Thompson took this perspective on 
the book – it would be wrong to look at it too literally as a follow-up. Better than Sex marked 
Thompson’s return to the presidential election beat, but it is a different Thompson than in 1972; 
he is himself now a veteran political journalist and a well-known journalist at that. Likewise, it is 
a different world. In 1972, there were still some vestiges of the pre-television backroom politics 
of old still prominent in American politics; by 1992, these had receded considerably in the face 
of the media inundation of politics. If, to follow McLuhan’s adage, the medium is the message, 
then the message we are supposed to be receiving in the world according to Better than Sex is 
that politics is television. In order to survive in politics, as a practitioner you need to be television 
savvy, and, in order to function as an informed voter, you have to realize that all of politics is 
being filtered through television and adapted to its sensibilities.  
The literary conceit used to mark this transition and provide the thematic backbone of 
the book is that Thompson “hits the dusty trail again – without leaving home.” Thompson 
did do some traveling in the course of reporting on the 1992 election and was in fact offered 
considerable access by the Clinton campaign, but the mentality that you could, and perhaps 
even should, stay at home to cover the process is a key point in the book given the high degree 
of emphasis given to the televised events relative to other campaign news and Thompson’s 
insistent focus on television as being at the heart of the campaign cycle. 10
5.1.5  Media, Money, and a New Gonzo Sensibility in Better than Sex
 
The nature of campaigning in the U.S. was changing. Despite the similarities between George 
McGovern’s insurgent grass roots campaigning in early 1972 and Bill Clinton’s “comeback kid” 
surge following early setbacks in 1992, their campaigns were significantly different. Clinton was 
a five-term state chief executive who was an expert at the engineering aspects of presidential 
campaigning, whereas McGovern had had a more improvised approach to the endeavor. The 
truth of the matter is that Thompson had, in covering the 1972 election, witnessed both the 
advent of one aspect of presidential campaigning that stills prevails today, the drawn-out 
nomination process through state primaries with national media coverage, and the demise of 
another, the shoestring candidacy. Where McGovern and later Carter had been able to rise from 
10 As Thompson stated in an interview with Atlantic Unbound in 1997, “Yeah, I was mesmerized a little bit by the access 
[Clinton] offered me – like total access.” See “The Writing on the Wall,” Atlantic Unbound. Retrieved from the Atlantic 
Unbound Archive at http://www.theatlantic.com/unbound/graffiti/hunter.htm,  7 of document. 
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political obscurity with minimal budgets to secure the Democratic Presidential nomination, and 
in the case of the latter even the White House itself, it required, by 1992, a significant financial 
war chest to even consider a run for the presidency. 
As was the case in spectator sports, it was television that had raised the stakes. Where 
sports had been provided with huge revenues once they tapped into the advertising potential of 
television, in politics it was the cost of waging a spot advertisement campaign on television that 
was making it prohibitively expensive for all but the most well-funded candidates. Thus, some 
mainstream prospects were denied the opportunity to gain the nomination, even as neophyte 
outsiders like Ross Perot found themselves in the position of being able to finance their way to 
television exposure and, to some degree, electoral popularity, or at least electoral viability. 
It was, therefore, fitting that Thompson chose to report on the 1992 campaign in the way 
that he did. In 1972, he went out on the hustings with a candidate who was trying to work 
his way to the White House from the ground up. In 1992, he chose to watch events unfold 
on television.  Thompson no longer approached politics from the outside looking in, but chose 
to provide a tell-all version of a top journalist’s coverage of a political race. In order to do this, 
Thompson needed to draw on his skills as a narrative writer to an even greater degree than he 
had in Campaign Trail ’72. In 1972, pursuing the story had provided Thompson with a ready-
made narrative arc for his coverage of the campaign and a convenient framework for the 
subsequent book version of his Rolling Stone contributions. In 1992, Thompson took greater 
distance from the story, assuming the stance of a knowledgeable observer, a guide to the events 
unfolding before the American public on television. In doing so, however, Thompson needed 
to weave a compelling storyline into the various events of the campaign. Again, his own first-
person perspective on the story provided a solution. In Better than Sex, the reader is presented 
with a tale of disillusionment as Thompson is at  first reluctantly impressed by the Clinton 
charisma, only to watch him stumble in the first year of his presidency by dint of the same poll-
driven policy engineering that had gotten him elected in the first place. His fears regarding this 
are initially expressed in the section on the inauguration: 
 My one real fear about Bill Clinton is that he might fail utterly, like Jimmy Carter, and bring 
another 12 years of greedy Republican looting … That is what happened when Carter 
lost control of his presidency and got stomped by Ronald Reagan in 1980.  … Jimmy was 
humiliated and the Democratic party was demoralized for 10 years. 
 It was horrible. And it will be worse if it happens again. Jesus! Another populist Southern 
governor with no sense of humor, no grasp of how to rule Washington or balance the 
budget or deal with the Arabs or even what to do with his lovely iron-willed wife.11 
In Better than Sex, Thompson also, again, proved himself to be an astute judge of human 
character: where in 1968 he characterized Richard Nixon as a “doll” who lacked sincerity and 
could be counted on to revert to his old tricks, in 1992, he was one of the few journalists to 
11 Better than Sex, 198. 
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predict that sex would indeed likely be the fatal flaw in the Clinton presidency.     
Better than Sex appeared in 1994, just a few months after Richard Nixon’s death. Given 
Thompson’s long and tumultuous relationship with Nixon, starting with “The Nixon Doll” in 
1968, it was to be expected that Thompson would want to mark the demise of the former 
president with something memorable. The book, therefore, contains, in addition to its coverage 
of Clinton, an obituary of Richard Nixon: “He was a Crook.” The final contentious chapter in 
the Thompson-Nixon saga was modeled on H.L. Mencken’s obituary of William Jennings Bryan, 
and as such it is a vicious piece of political evisceration. It is also an autopsy of Thompson’s own 
conflicted feelings about Nixon and a brief synopsis of his career in covering the 37th president: 
 It was Richard Nixon who got me into politics, and now that he’s gone, I feel lonely. He 
was a giant in his way. As long as Nixon was politically alive – and he was, all the way to 
the end – we could always be sure of finding the enemy on the Low Road. There was no 
need to look anywhere else for the evil bastard. He had the fighting instincts of a badger 
trapped by hounds. The badger will roll over on its back and emit a smell of death, which 
confuses the dogs and lures them in for the traditional ripping and tearing action. But it 
is usually the badger who does the ripping and tearing. It is a beast that fights best on its 
back: rolling under the throat of the enemy and seizing it by the head with all four claws.
 That was Nixon’s style – and if you forgot, he would kill you as a lesson to the others. 
Badgers don’t fight fair, Bubba. That’s why God made dachshunds.12  
Nixon’s death provided a fitting epilogue to Thompson’s book on the election of Bill Clinton. We 
had had “Tricky Dick,” the villain of Thompson’s first book on politics in America and a man with 
a profound distrust of television. Now we had “Slick Willie,” who was also not all he appeared 
to be but who had embraced television wholeheartedly.  The 1992 election was about media 
and organization. Ross Perot thrived because he had access to paid and free television venues 
and was quite adroit at making the most of the medium. Clinton prevailed in part because he 
had a superior campaign organization and because he was a skilled television performer. This is 
a book about professionals, and much of what these professionals are skilled at is manipulating 
the media and public opinion.  
Of course, one might argue that Thompson had no real alternative than to cover the 
campaign in this fashion: the abortive effort to cover the 1976 election had provided enough 
proof that it was not feasible for Thompson to cover the election first-hand without the story 
collapsing into a narrative on Thompson’s own celebrity. The twenty-year hiatus from politics 
was a necessity in that Thompson required time to retool his journalistic and literary approach 
to politics to fit his own changed status, but also because Thompson needed a suitable target 
that could be subjected to this altered treatment. Gonzo journalism in the purest sense would 
require adjusting to fit the enforced distance Thompson took from his subject. What made 
Better than Sex a successful effort at applying this retooled form of Gonzo, in which greater 
12 Better than Sex, 240. 
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emphasis was given to fictionalization and collage but greater distance to the subject matter was 
created through decreased participation in the process, were, however, changes in the American 
political climate. In 1972, full immersion was a necessity to get the truth of the campaign across 
to his readers. By 1976, full immersion was no longer a possibility so Thompson needed to find 
an alternative in order not to lose the advantage he claimed to have over traditional political 
journalism. It was not until 1992, however, that the circumstances of American politics had 
changed enough to permit the altered form of Gonzo that Thompson used in Better than Sex. 
In this respect, Better than Sex can be seen as the product of changing circumstance coalescing 
with the writer’s already present needs. Where in the past Thompson had adapted to shifts in 
the environment in order to remain viable in the market, here the environment had changed 
in a fashion that facilitated his ability to continue to deliver a viable and therefore marketable 
product; Thompson was already inclined to reduce his level of participation due to his rising 
celebrity: the nature of the 1992 election in turn demanded this for proper Gonzo reporting.  
5.2  Thompson and His Readership in the 1990s
Thompson rose to the occasion in 1992 by implementing the changes to Gonzo discussed 
above and by making two critical choices. The first was to change his approach with respect 
to researching stories. If celebrity was going to make it impossible for him to practice Gonzo 
in the classic fashion, then he would use his high-profile status to provide a different kind 
of insider’s story. Despite his willingness to burn his bridges as he crossed them in reporting 
on Washington, Thompson had retained numerous journalistic and political friendships and 
acquaintances from his time on the campaign trail in the 1970s and his reporting on Watergate 
in 1973 and 1974. Many of the connections had endured into the 1990s despite Thompson’s 
candid and sometimes vicious commentary for the San Francisco Examiner. 
Similarly, there was no longer a need for the step-by-step explanations on the political 
process that he had extracted from various sources for Campaign Trail, explanations that had 
provided that coverage with the tone of a cynical and funny everyman’s guide to politics. 
Whether or not he was correct to do so, Thompson would increasingly assume prior knowledge 
on the part of his readership. After all, they could always read Campaign Trail ’72 as an 
introduction. Conceivably, this could lead to a shift in the nature of his readership; if it becomes 
a prerequisite that a reader has to read earlier books in order to understand the later books, then 
those readers who come to Thompson’s oeuvre through his later works could either become 
committed readers of the body of his work, remain occasional but sometimes uncomprehending 
readers,  or opt out of reading his work altogether. In essence, this would make Thompson’s 
later works selection mechanisms for readers: the later works would be of interest primarily to 
those readers who had already invested time reading Thompson’s earlier works and learning 
about his life. By assuming prior knowledge, Thompson was creating a differentiation in the 
market between cognoscenti, the true connoisseurs of his work, and occasional readers, who 
would have much greater difficulty accessing his work. The assumption of prior knowledge, 
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thus, leads to greater symbolic capital being bestowed upon those readers in the Thompson 
community who can access the later works, as this is proof that they have made a significant 
investment in Thompson and his work already.     
Louis Menand, the cultural critic, has accused Thompson of catering to a readership that 
consisted primarily of young and middle-aged men who longed for a 1960s that never existed; 
in other words, a segment of the population that accepted an overly romanticized version of 
the sixties that was in essence the rock-and-roll mantra chanted by the commercial interests that 
use the rock generation to sell products.13 Menand saw as proof of the juvenility of Thompson’s 
audience that they abjured from the “sex” component of “sex, drugs, and rock and roll.” 
This proved, in Menand’s eyes, that the audience being dealt with here consisted of boys and 
immature men who still wanted to be boys.14 What Menand failed to see is that Thompson’s 
work can be seen as an organic whole; indeed, Thompson viewed it in this fashion. The books 
The Great Shark Hunt, Generation of Swine, The Songs of the Doomed, and Better than Sex 
are all labeled by Thompson as being part of a single series, The Gonzo Papers. Given that 
the initial volume, The Great Shark Hunt, contains extensive excerpts from Hell’s Angels, Fear 
and Loathing in Las Vegas, and Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72, it is clear that 
Thompson saw these works as part of a larger masterwork, the greater body of Gonzo literature 
as composed by Hunter Thompson, and encompassing the entirety of the times in which he 
lived. Similarly, the three volumes of Thompson’s letters, The Proud Highway, Fear and Loathing 
in America, and the as yet unpublished The Mutineer have been given the secondary title The 
Gonzo Letters.15 
Thus, there was something to be said for Thompson viewing his audience as being 
increasingly informed. Better than Sex was Volume IV of a much larger work, and, as such, 
readers might be assumed to have read the volumes in order. Conversely, readers not familiar 
with the early works can be assumed to be more reluctant to read the later volumes. The 
result is that as Thompson published further works and made reference to earlier works either 
overtly through labeling or more obliquely through inside jokes or pertinent omissions, there 
was a likelihood that his readership became an increasingly specialized group. Yet, his books 
remained fairly consistent bestsellers right from the beginning, though it can be pointed out 
that both his debut, Hell’s Angels, and Volume I of the Gonzo Papers (The Great Shark Hunt) 
did conspicuously well.16 
What needs to be factored into this dynamic are the social imperatives involved in book 
choices. As Thompson became a cultural commodity more directly associated with literary 
13 Louis Menand, “Life in the Stone Age,” The New Republic, January 14, 1991. Retrieved from the New Republic website 
at http://www.newrepublic.com/article/books-and-arts/life-the-stone-age on July 31, 2015.    
14 Ibid. 
15 Initially, the series of letters was titled The Fear and Loathing Letters. This was changed to The Gonzo Letters with the 
appearance of the second volume of correspondence, Fear and Loathing in America in 2000. The Mutineer (Volume III of 
The Gonzo Letters) has been scheduled for publication for a number of years, but has yet to be released.
16 Perry, Fear and Loathing: The Strange and Terrible Saga of Hunter S. Thompson, 122 on Hell’s Angels sales; 253 for The 
Curse of Lono sales;  
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journalism, he attracted book buyers interested in identifying through purchase with the dual 
cultural realms of high culture and counterculture. Menand is correct in pointing out that newer 
acolytes to the Gonzo fold tended to be young people in search of what was “lost” in the 
dissolution of the sixties and early seventies culture, despite Thompson’s own debunking of 
the fallout from the Summer of Love in “Hashbury” and his generally skeptical attitudes with 
respect to many of the excesses of the counterculture. In order for Thompson to be able to 
take advantage of this audience, he needed to provide a consistent brand name to his work. 
His need to identify his work as an organic whole was thus given economic legitimacy and the 
Gonzo brand remained unthreatened, even if necessity forced him to alter the nature of the 
product, as was the case in his move away from participatory journalism in Better than Sex and 
the shift to Gonzo editorializing earlier at the San Francisco Examiner.  
As such, Thompson was, by the 1990s, positioned in the market in a way that required 
accommodating four identifiable groups of readers in order to maintain both status and sales: 
Critics, Loyal Readers, Status Seekers, and Nostalgia Fanciers. Thompson’s quest to increase his 
literary capital, even as he retained his market power base, is discussed in section 5.4. As the 
events that most clearly indicate this repositioning in the market of cultural goods are centered 
primarily in the period 1996-2000, it is necessary to first take a closer look at Thompson’s 
activities and publications in the period following the publication of Better than Sex, i.e., 1994-
1996. This period and its works are dealt with in section 5.3.                   
5.3  Minimum Production for Maximum Effect: Gonzo as Product 
Placement
Following the publication of Better than Sex, Thompson entered what could be viewed as a 
relatively fallow period in his career, but to state that it was insignificant would be a mistake. 
Though his writing production in these years was low, and would indeed remain low for several 
years thereafter, as will be seen in 5.4, the few works that were produced were  successful in 
their various markets and can be judged to be of a high quality. Here, the focus is particularly 
on his work for Cycle World — “Song of the Sausage Creature” — and the role Thompson 
played in the creation of the television series Nash Bridges. These endeavors are representative 
of two developments previously discussed: in working on Nash Bridges, Thompson pursued yet 
another opportunity to gain derivative income, in this case as a co-developer and co-author of 
a television series attempting to position itself as an alternative police procedural drama; in his 
work for Cycle World, Thompson produced an exemplary melding of the sensibilities of Gonzo 
with those of a specialized periodical.  
5.3.1  Song of the Sausage Creature: Thompson and Cycle World 
 
“Song of the Sausage Creature,” a review of a new-model Ducati motorcycle (the Ducati 
900 SP (CMD)), garnered Cycle World magazine sharp reactions upon its publication in 1995, 
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becoming, as editor Brenda Buttner put it, “one of the most controversial articles CW has ever 
featured.”17 Then again, it is not every reviewer who starts an article in a motorcycle magazine 
by pointing out how ridiculously dangerous a super-charged motorcycle actually is:
 There are some things nobody needs in this world, and a bright-red, hunch-back, warp-
speed 900cc café racer is one of them – but I want one anyway, and on some days I 
actually believe I need one. That is why they are dangerous. 
 Everybody has fast motorcycles these days. Some people go 150 miles an hour on two-lane 
blacktop roads, but not often. There are too many oncoming trucks and too many radar 
cops and too many stupid animals in the way. You have to be a little crazy to ride these 
super-torque high-speed crotch rockets anywhere except a racetrack…18
Though ostensibly a straightforward product review, the article quickly becomes a Gonzo 
reverie on the nature of speed, the attraction of machinery, and the esthetics of “speedism,” 
Thompson’s neologism for an esthetically-laced worship of fast driving and risk-taking. 
Thompson structures his review as a short story, and the story opens in Thompson’s driveway 
with the arrival of the test cycle, courtesy of a request by Cycle World to review the new 
cycle. His friends suggest he take it out on a track, but as Thompson points out, they are 
“Road People” and “Café Racers”: “The Café Racer is a different breed, and we have our own 
situations. Pure speed in sixth gear on a 5,000-foot straightway is one thing, but pure speed in 
third gear on a gravel-strewn downhill ess-curve is quite another.”19
In “Song of the Sausage Creature,” Thompson presents a number of specialized terms to 
accentuate the unique characteristics of the biker subculture: speedism, café racers, and road 
people, among others, in addition to highly specialized information on motorcycle performance 
and road construction. In the article, Thompson reviews both the Ducati and the crowd that 
might appreciate the motorcycle. There are parallels between Thompson’s view of the health-
obsessed runners in the early 1980s and the speed-hungry bikers of the 1990s. Similarly, there is 
the same watershed between the weekend jogger and the hardcore marathon runner as there 
is between the biker-hobbyist and those for whom cycling has become a lifestyle, an expression 
of self. In “Song of the Sausage Creature,” Thompson lampoons the penchant in American 
society for the adoption of entire life philosophies to fit a single passion, from the running fetish 
to the surfer subculture, even as he espouses his own brand of lifestyle creation:
 A thoroughbred Café Racer will ride all night through a fog storm in freeway traffic to put 
himself into what somebody told him was the ugliest and tightest diminishing-radius loop 
turn since Genghis Khan invented the corkscrew. 
 Café Racing is mainly a matter of taste. It is an atavistic mentality, a peculiar mix of low 
17 Brenda Buttner, “Going Gonzo Revisited” on the Cycle World website at www.cycleworld.com/2012/11/21/hunter-s-
thompson-going-gonzo-revisited/  Posted November, 21, 2012 and retrieved on August 5, 2015. 
18 Kingdom of Fear, 172. 
19 Ibid.
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style, high speed, pure dumbness, and overweening commitment to the Café Life and all 
its dangerous pleasures… I am a Café Racer myself, on some days – and many nights for 
that matter – and it is one of my finest addictions… 20 
Thompson takes the bike out on the road and promptly almost wrecks it at a railroad 
crossing, only to be saved by the superior engineering of the motorcycle. Thompson is left 
shaken at his own foolhardy behavior, but stills admires the combination of grace and brute 
power that the Ducati embodies, even if it is perhaps too much of a temptation for thrill seekers:
 
 The emergence of the superbike has heightened this equation drastically. Motorcycle 
technology has made such a great leap forward. Take the Ducati. You want optimum 
cruising speed on this bugger? Try 90 mph in fifth at 5,500 rpm – and just then, you see 
a bull moose in the middle of the road. WHACKO. Meet the Sausage Creature […] It is a 
little like riding the original Vincent Black Shadow, which would outrun an F-86 jet fighter 
on the take-off runway, but at the end, the F-86 would go airborne and the Vincent would 
not, and there was no point in trying to turn it. WHAMMO! The Sausage Creature strikes 
again.21
Thompson is reminded of a previous encounter with the sausage creature - his term for 
the nightmare wipeout, the highway crash-and-skid that would leave a biker flayed alive, a 
sausage creature, beyond repair. As his reverie slips backwards in time, he fuses the old bike, a 
Vincent Black Shadow, and the new, the Ducati 900, with a potent image from the sixties, the 
assassination of John F. Kennedy to create a powerful comparison that simultaneously associates 
both motorcycles with death, even as Thompson adds the elaborate flourish of the image of a 
group of aficionados that is doomed to extinction by it own passion:  
 There is a fundamental difference, however, between the old Vincents and the new breed 
of superbikes. If you rode the Black Shadow at top speed for any length of time, you 
would almost certainly die. That is why there are not that many members of the Vincent 
Black Shadow Society. The Vincent was like a bullet that went straight; the Ducati is like 
the magic bullet in Dallas that went sideways and hit JFK and the Governor of Texas at the 
same time.22 
Thompson concludes that the point of the Ducati is that it feeds a need not just to go 
fast, but a hunger to go ever faster. The Café Racer attitude demands never being satisfied 
with the speed that you are at but to want the speed you cannot yet attain or control even if 
you could attain it. Even though Thompson admits to almost completely destroying the bike on 
an impossible curve-and-jump maneuver, once he has recovered, he muses that he could have 
jumped quite a bit further if he had only had the temerity to “screw it on a bit more.” In the 
end, however, Thompson realizes that the miraculous qualities of the Ducati are fool’s gold. The 
20 Ibid.
21 Ibid., 176.
22 Kingdom of Fear, 176. 
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Ducati is a sleek piece of technology, and a vast improvement on its predecessors, but it has a 
crucial structural flaw. Like all machines built for maximum speed, it lulls you into a false sense 
of security that you can actually deal with what it is capable of doing. In essence, the flaw of 
the Ducati is that it will attract riders who are doomed to crash it. Thompson completes the 
short story arc in “Song of the Sausage Creature” by concluding that it is his destiny to skate 
the edges of what is possible, and that he will continue to do so until one day he goes too far:
 
 This is the attitude of the new-age superbike freak, and I am one of them. On some days, 
they are about the most fun you can have with your clothes on. The Vincent just killed you 
a lot faster. A fool couldn’t ride the Vincent Black Shadow more than once, but a fool can 
ride a Ducati 900 many times, and it will always be a bloodcurdling kind of fun. That is the 
curse of Speed which has plagued me all my life. I am a slave to it. On my tombstone they 
will carve, IT NEVER GOT FAST ENOUGH FOR ME.23
“Song of the Sausage Creature” works on multiple levels. Here, Thompson met the 
demands of the publication involved, Cycle World, in that what he submitted is inarguably a 
review of the Ducati 900. It is also successful Gonzo, as it contains the elements required to 
qualify as such. 
By necessity, there is authorial involvement as it is, in essence, a test-drive report. Of course, 
many automotive and motorcycle writers would likely have chosen to shift the perspective into a 
more neutral third-person format where Thompson resolutely uses the first-person. This makes 
it possible for Thompson to extend his involvement in the story to include his experiences in 
riding the Vincent Black Shadow in the 1970s and to provide the reader with a description of 
his personal experience of the Ducati.
Thus, Thompson takes the given subjectivity of the reviewer and throws it into bold relief. 
In this sense, the review is a demasqué of the faux objectivity often posited by reviewers. 
By focusing primarily on objective technical data, these reviewers obscure the fact that their 
qualitative judgments concerning such aspects as “handling” and the “driving experience” are 
highly subjective. Thompson states from the outset, however, that this is just one man’s opinion, 
and a biased opinion — that of a self-declared Café Racer — at that. 
This makes it possible for Thompson to focus fully on the experience of riding the Ducati 
900 without needing to worry about couching his perceptions and reactions in the objective 
language of a standard consumer report. “Song of the Sausage Creature” makes clear the 
value of experience-based descriptive language in forms of writing outside of the realm of 
the standard periodical article or feature story. While at first glance it might not appear that a 
motorcycle magazine like Cycle World would have much to gain by introducing Gonzo into its 
pages, the visceral connection with the experience of motorcycle riding is a potent addition to 
the mainstream descriptive articles.24 
23 Ibid., 177. 
24 Motorcycle and automotive periodicals are relatively conservative in this respect. Interestingly, Richard Bach, the author 
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Thompson also lays bare the process of the acquisition of the article by Cycle World by 
pointing out that they asked him to review the bike for them. As Thompson points out in the 
article, the process was more circuitous than might be assumed. Cycle World initially wanted 
Thompson to review the new Harley-Davidson Road King, but Thompson “got uppity” and 
asked for the new Ducati superbike instead. In typical Thompson fashion, he portrays Cycle 
World’s willingness to upgrade Thompson from the Road King to the Ducati as malevolence, 
even as he further reveals more behind-the-scenes activity: 
 When the Ducati turned up in my driveway, nobody knew what to do with it. I was in New 
York, covering a polo tournament, and people had threatened my life. My lawyer said I 
should give myself up and enroll in the Federal Witness Protection Program. Other people 
said it had something to do with the polo crowd or Ron Ziegler.
 The motorcycle business was the last straw. It had to be the work of my enemies or people 
who wanted to hurt me. It was the vilest kind of bait, and they knew I would go for it. 
 Of course. You want to cripple the bastard? Send him a 160-mph café-racer. And include 
some license plates, so he’ll think it’s a street-bike. He’s queer for anything fast.25 
Finally, “Song of the Sausage Creature” is structured as a short story with a narrative 
arc running from Thompson’s announcement that he has been asked to review a motorcycle 
for Cycle World, through scenes building up to the test run, the test run itself, Thompson’s 
slow retreat in first gear to his Woody Creek home after almost destroying the bike, and the 
denouement of Thompson admitting that he is a speed freak and thus doomed. 
The successful combination of the short story format, the Gonzo approach, and the 
traditionally mechanical form of the cycle review makes “Song of the Sausage Creature” a 
laudable piece of Gonzo journalism and illustrates again the potential and flexibility of the form, 
as well as providing clear evidence of Thompson’s continued vitality as a writer. Any critic who 
wishes to argue that Thompson’s light had been dimmed by his excessive lifestyle in the 1970s 
and the 1980s need look no further than this review for proof positive that this was not the case. 
What makes “Song of the Sausage Creature” a classic piece of journalism, however, is that it is 
more than the sum of its parts. While it works as both a motorcycle review and as a short story, it 
transcends both the medium of the review and the story by serving as a parable about American 
excess. There is, as Thompson makes clear in “Song of the Sausage Creature,” always that need 
for more. He sketches his own character in the story as doomed in that he will never stop seeking 
greater speed, greater thrills, and greater danger until it kills him. As such, “Song of the Sausage 
Creature” is a cautionary tale. The way of the Café Racer is clear in its path and lethal in its result. 
of Jonathan Livingston Seagull, carved out a career as an evocative writer with a penchant for the mystical in a number of 
aviation periodicals in the 1960s and 1970s including Flying, Private Pilot, and Air Progress. Bach’s best work in short form 
is collected in A Gift of Wings (New York: Dell Publishing Inc., 1974). 
25 Kingdom of Fear, 173. 
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5.3.2  Pump Action: Thompson and the Creation of Nash Bridges
         
 In the mid-1990s, Thompson also worked together with actor Don Johnson on the development 
of the television series Nash Bridges, eventually co-writing the episode “Pump Action” which 
was initially broadcast on February 26, 1999.26 Thompson’s primary role was as co-author (with 
Johnson) of the television feature script that served as the basis for the main characters, the San 
Francisco Police Department inspectors Nash Bridges and Joe Dominguez. In the original script, 
Johnson and Thompson made Bridges a drug addict, an element that was later eliminated from 
the television series. Johnson went on record stating that the idea for Nash Bridges was all 
Thompson’s.27 Thompson later worked with the Nash Bridges production team in developing 
the story for the “Pump Action” episode of the show in which the eponymous main character 
and his colleagues investigate dealers of a lethal steroid that makes body builders become 
hyper-aggressive.   
Given Thompson’s fascination with politics and professional football, both endeavors that 
have been shaped profoundly by television, and his professed need for televised input in his 
life, it would have seemed like a natural move for Thompson to get involved in writing for 
television. It also gave Thompson a rare opportunity to return to fiction in a profitable manner. 
However, it does need to be kept in mind that television is a medium with a great degree of 
narrative organization. The formula of serial television in the United States is governed by the 
spacing of commercials within half-hour and full-hour program slots which demand that “hour-
length” shows like Nash Bridges run 44 minutes, with proper pacing to allow for advertisement 
breaks. While Thompson had proven himself capable of producing structurally uniform pieces 
as a columnist for the San Francisco Examiner, it was not the most attractive nor the most 
comfortable format for a writer who had made his name as an innovator. Television writing at 
the staff level, that is, those individuals who produce episodes on a regular basis, also requires 
a singular level of commitment to a long-term project that Thompson rarely exhibited at any 
point in his career. Finally, script writing is a form of writing in which the end product is not 
determined primarily by the screenwriter but by the input of the director, the producers of the 
show, and, at times, even the actors. For a writer intent on having control over his own work, 
writing for television was doubtless an endeavor even further removed from literature than 
working as a journalist. Thus, it is not surprising that Thompson was both attracted to the 
format of serial television long enough to work on the development of a series and repelled by 
the format to such a degree that his involvement with the medium was short-lived. In a sense, 
Thompson’s involvement with the Nash Bridges project is reminiscent of his work on the film 
Where the Buffalo Roam. Drawn to participate in the completion of the film by the potential of 
26 “Pump Action,” Nash Bridges, episode 70. Teleplay by Reed Steiner and Jed Seidel. Story by Hunter S. Thompson, Reed 
Steiner, and Jed Seidel. Aired on February 26, 1999.  
27 As cited on http://www.contactmusic.com/news.nsf/story/nash-bridges-show-was-hunter-s-thompsons-idea_1083400. 
Retrieved on July 14, 2010. Also cited on http://www.femalefirst.co.uk/entertainment/Don-Johnson-58467.html. Retrieved 
on July 14, 2010. 
297
CHAPTER 5
the medium and the money to be made, Thompson left Hollywood after this brief encounter 
disillusioned by the role of the writer in the process of filmmaking and by the end result in the 
case of Where the Buffalo Roam. 
Interestingly, both forays into visual media occurred at points in Thompson’s career when 
his work was somewhat adrift.28 Where the Buffalo Roam was produced in the early 1980s, 
when Thompson was reorienting his career following the publication of The Great Shark Hunt, 
a reorientation that resulted in The Curse of Lono and his work as a columnist for the Examiner. 
Thompson’s involvement with Don Johnson and the Nash Bridges series again came at such 
a time of flux. By 1995, Thompson had published Better than Sex and was working on the 
never-finished fictional Polo is My Life. By 1998, Thompson had published his long-languishing 
first novel, The Rum Diary, and had seen the first volume of his collected letters published. 
The mid- and late 1990s were clearly a period of realignment, as had been the 1980s. Here, 
however, the realignment was not on the creative axis as much as it was a repositioning of 
Thompson as a literary brand name. With the publication of The Rum Diary, Thompson realized 
the goal of becoming a published novelist, an established practitioner of fiction. The release of 
Thompson’s letters marked the institutionalization of Thompson as a man of letters in America. 
The irony of the Nash Bridges project is that it was in a highly formulaic format  that made use 
of Thompson’s Gonzo persona even as he was achieving goals much more in line with his long-
held literary ambitions and was seeing his public image being again altered, now in the direction 
of a critically-acclaimed artist.  
5.4  Letters and Pictures: Cementing the Image of the Gonzo Literary 
Lion
If the years following Better than Sex were a fallow period, involving the publication of little 
original work, it was far from being an unproductive period for Thompson as a careerist in 
writing. It was in this period that Thompson was primarily engaged in the publication of The 
Rum Diary, the novel he had written while still in his twenties. In addition, Thompson worked 
with Douglas Brinkley in editing the first volume of the Gonzo Letters, The Proud Highway. 
It can be argued that Thompson used this period of his career to consolidate his position in 
the American literary establishment by undertaking two stock activities of the serious author, 
the publication of correspondence and the release of a novel. Bourdieu argues in The Field of 
Cultural Production,
 The ideology of creation, which makes the author the first and last source of the value of 
his work, conceals the fact that the cultural businessman (art dealer, publisher, etc.) is at 
one and the same time the person who exploits the labour of the ‘creator’ by trading in 
28 In the 1990s, Thompson diversified even further than he had done in the early 1980s by releasing an anthology of music 
hits entitled Where Were You When the Fun Stopped?   
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the ‘sacred’ and the person who, by putting it on the market, by exhibiting, publishing or 
staging it, consecrates a product which he has ‘discovered’ and which would otherwise 
remain a natural resource; and the more consecrated he personally is, the more strongly 
he consecrates the work.29 
In the 1990s, Thompson allied himself with Douglas Brinkley, to publish his correspondence. 
By choosing Brinkley, a professor, prolific biographer, and political historian, as a literary estate 
manager, Thompson gained greater traction in the literary-academic community and could 
count on attracting the notice of those critics and publishers able to bestow the abstract 
symbolic capital of their standing and reputations as arbiters of quality and taste on his work. 
Indeed, even as The Proud Highway reached completion in 1997, two of Thompson’s works, 
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and Hell’s Angels, were added to the prestigious Modern Library 
selection, in 1996 and 1999, respectively. 
In 1998, The Rum Diary was published through Simon & Schuster and excerpted in The 
New Yorker, a coup for any contemporary writer of literary fiction.30 It should be kept in mind 
that the accruement of symbolic capital can take place through a variety of channels. As 
Bourdieu points out, 
 These agents of consecration, moreover, may be organizations which are not fully 
institutionalized: literary circles, critical circles, salons, and small groups surrounding a 
famous author or associating with a publisher, a review, or a literary or artistic magazine. 31
Thus, Thompson can be said to be successfully seeking and gaining symbolic capital and the 
concomitant consecration as a serious literary figure while working with Brinkley, publishing 
his work in The New Yorker, and getting his work admitted to the Modern Library collection, 
as well as such activities as submitting to a Paris Review in-depth interview on “The Art of 
Journalism.”32  
    
29 Pierre Bourdieu, “The Production of Belief,” in The Field of Cultural Production (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1993), 76-77. 
30 In the September 7, 1998 issue.
31 Bourdieu, “The Market of Symbolic Goods,” in The Field of Cultural Production, 121.
32 Published in the Fall 2000 issue (nr. 156). 
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5.4.1  The Publication of The Proud Highway
The Proud Highway was published in 1997 in the midst of a revival of interest in Thompson. 
In December, 1996, Thompson’s Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas was reissued as part of the 
Modern Library series in a volume that also contained “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and 
Depraved” and “Strange Rumblings in Aztlan”; in August of the following year, The Proud 
Highway was released; in 1998, The Rum Diary reached the public and the film version of Fear 
and Loathing in Las Vegas was released; and in 1999, Hell’s Angels likewise appeared as a 
Modern Library volume. 
The preparation of The Proud Highway was placed primarily in the hands of Douglas 
Brinkley, a historian who made his name with volumes on Jimmy Carter, James Forrestal, and 
Dean Acheson.33 It can be argued that as he was neither a critic nor a literary scholar of note, 
his election as Thompson’s literary treasurer, as it were, and presumptive literary executor was 
somewhat eccentric. But, as Bourdieu argues, the methods by which validation can be gained 
in the literary realm, or any artistic stratum, are variegated. Brinkley is an established biographer 
and a high-profile expert on American political history. His name lends a good deal of cachet 
to any project in which he is involved. If for no other reason than that, Thompson’s choice of 
Brinkley was a substantial move in the direction of institutional acceptance of his work to a 
greater degree than had been Thompson’s earlier cooperation with William McKeen, a professor 
of journalism at the University of Florida, when the latter produced his biography of Thompson 
for the Twayne series. It could also be argued that Thompson cultivated the interest of such 
academics as McKeen and Brinkley, both wide-ranging practitioners of multidisciplinary fields, 
because he felt that such individuals would be more likely to place his work in a sympathetic 
literary-critical light and would be better equipped to properly evaluate his work than more 
mono-disciplinary academics. Conversely, Thompson could expect that he would initially attract 
such interest because his work could be conceived as transcending fields or be judged as being 
most suited to a multidisciplinary approach. 
Brinkley faced no easy task in editing Thompson’s letters. Though Thompson was a diligent 
archivist of his own correspondence, thus eliminating some of the work often needed in putting 
together a representative volume of letters, he is doubtless one of the more prolific letter writers 
of the contemporary era in American letters. His files contained some 20,000 letters through 
which Brinkley, Thompson, and various assistants had to comb in order to produce Volumes I 
and II of The Gonzo Letters.34 And as Richard Bernstein pointed out in his review of The Proud 
Highway, Thompson apparently had
 always burned to carve his initials onto the collective consciousness. What other kind of 
33 The Unfinished Presidency: Jimmy Carter’s Journey Beyond the White House (New York: Viking Press, 1998); Driven 
Patriot: The Life and Times of James Forrestal (Annapolis, Maryland: Naval Institute Press, 2000); Dean Acheson: The Cold 
War Years: 1953-71 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), respectively. 
34 Douglas Brinkley, “Editor’s Note,” The Proud Highway, xxi. 
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person would, beginning in his teen years, make carbon copies of every letter he wrote – 
to his mother, his Army friends and commanding officers, his girlfriends, his various agents 
and editors – specifically in the hope that they would be published?35
It was an additional challenge for Brinkley that Thompson viewed this book as no less of 
an addition to his library of work than Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas and The Great Shark 
Hunt, and it was thus imperative that it be a coherent and cohesive addition to the Gonzo 
oeuvre. Thompson was such a presence in the production of the first two volumes of letters 
that Brinkley is given a distant second billing on the cover of the books and little credit in most 
bibliographical notations,36 despite the bulk of the selection having been his and the fact that 
the books are comprehensively annotated by Brinkley. Indeed, the only biographical information 
given on the dustcover overleaf of the hardcover edition is Thompson’s, though both authors’ 
biographies are included in the volume proper. In this light, it is understandable that the third 
and final volume of letters, The Mutineer, has taken much longer to complete than the previous 
volumes.
Volume I of the Letters covers the period from 1955 to 1967, which spans the time that 
Thompson joined the Air Force, his journeyman years as a freelance writer, and the writing and 
publication of Hell’s Angels.37 It is to the credit of both Brinkley and Thompson that it works 
as a true book, more autobiography than a collection of correspondence, in which we see 
Thompson growing as a writer and are privy to Thompson’s thoughts about the circumstances 
that contributed to his development as a writer. Brinkley’s annotations, which provide the reader 
with an abundance of ancillary background information about both Thompson and the late 
1950s and early 1960s in the United States and Latin America, are a valuable addition, but it 
is Thompson’s superior skills as a letter writer and his liberal use of his letters as a means of 
formulating and honing his views on world events in general and his career in particular that 
make both volumes, but The Proud Highway in particular, come alive. At numerous points 
in the book, Thompson’s view that this was as much part of his oeuvre as anything else he 
wrote is vindicated in that the reader easily forgets that what is being read is a letter meant for 
communication to a single other individual.38 
On the whole, critical response to the book was positive.  Bernstein concurred with 
Brinkley that the Thompson correspondence is “an informal and offbeat history of two decades 
in American life.” He went on to state that the volume shows Thompson to be 
35 Richard Bernstein, “Letters of the Young Author (He Saved Them All),” The New York Times on the Web, July 25, 1997. 
Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com/books/ 98/11/29/specials/thompson-highway.html.  
36 The Library of Congress CIPD notation simply mentions Thompson as the author and makes no mention of the editor. 
37 Thompson refused to include any letters he wrote to his mother while incarcerated, though this correspondence is 
alleged to have been substantial despite the brevity of Thompson’s term behind bars. Brinkley also chose not to include any 
of Thompson’s juvenilia, though the letter archives stretched back to Thompson’s mid-teens. See Brinkley, “Editor’s Note,” 
The Proud Highway, xxii.  
38 In an interview with High Times, Thompson stated that the volumes The Proud Highway and Fear and Loathing in 
America were favorites among his own works. See Matt Higgins, “The Gonzo King,” High Times, September 2, 2003. 
Posted at http://www.hightimes.com/read/gonzo-king. Retrieved on July 31, 2015.  
301
CHAPTER 5
 [a] stingingly good stylist as well as a hard-drinking, gun-toting adventurer who never loses 
his sense of humor even when he is being bitten by South American beetles or stomped 
on by members of an American motorcycle gang. The letters and other fragments in this 
collection are invested with the same rugged, outspoken individualism as his more public 
writings, which makes them just as difficult to put down.39 
In Time Magazine, Pico Iyer put things in an even broader perspective by stating that Thompson 
first fashioned a literary persona and then went on to live up to that persona, evidence of which 
can be found in The Proud Highway.40 
5.4.2  The “Strange Pollen” Feature Article and the “Writing on the Wall” 
Interview
 
The issuing of Thompson’s letters contributed significantly to Thompson’s legitimization as an 
American man of letters. The Atlantic Monthly published an elaborate feature on Thompson 
entitled “Strange Pollen” as well as an extensive interview with Thompson entitled “Writing on 
the Wall” in its Atlantic Unbound format to commemorate the tandem publication of The Proud 
Highway and the Modern Library Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. In “Strange Pollen,” Sven 
Birkerts stated that the publication of Thompson’s correspondence in three (projected) volumes 
 …should not escape remark. In an era when most people don’t even write letters any 
more, the publication of what will end up being a cubic foot of epistolary prose has to 
signify. Even Presidents haven’t warranted this sort of attention, certainly not lately. More 
perplexing still is the fact that nothing seems more defunct now than the brief but spirited 
“Yahoo!” of the counterculture that Thompson not only adorned but helped in crucial 
ways to define.41
In the interview that accompanied this article, “Writing on the Wall,” Thompson expressed 
surprise that he had been inducted into the Modern Library pantheon while he was still alive.42 
When asked if he ever considered that his work might become classic when he started out 
as a writer, Thompson replied that he “never sat down and thought about it and stared at 
it. Obviously, if you read The Proud Highway, I was thinking somewhere along those lines.”43 
In this respect, Thompson confirms the assertion made by Iyer in Time that Thompson was 
consciously constructing a literary career even before he had published any considerable body 
of work; at the very least, Thompson concedes that there is a consciousness of a literary persona 
39 Bernstein, “Letters of the Young Author.” 
40 Pico Iyer, “The Man Behind the Mask,” Time Magazine, June 16, 1997.
41 Sven Birkerts, “Strange Pollen: Dr. Thompson and the Spirit of the Age,” Atlantic Unbound. August 26, 1997. Retrieved 
from the Atlantic Unbound archive at  http://www.theatlantic.com/unbound/graffiti/pollen.htm. 
42 See “The Writing on the Wall,” 3-4 of the document as retrieved from the Atlantic Unbound archive.   
43 “The Writing on the Wall,” 4 of the document as retrieved from the Atlantic Unbound archive.
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present in his early correspondence that even he himself believes to be clearly evident.44
In the same interview, Thompson also very diligently stakes out positions on two issues 
key to his career and identity as a writer: the myth of objective journalism and the inundation 
of American culture and society by television. In this respect, Thompson’s statements in “The 
Writing on the Wall” convey a sense, more so than in previous interviews, that Thompson wants 
to go on the record at this time. 
On the issue of objectivity in journalism, Thompson states that
 If you consider the great journalists in history, you don’t see too many objective journalists 
on that list. H.L. Mencken was not objective. Mike Royko, who just died. I.F. Stone was 
not objective. Mark Twain was not objective. I don’t quite understand this worship of 
objectivity in journalism. Now, just flat-out lying is different from being subjective.
 […] 
 I think the trick is that you have to use words well enough so that these nickel-and-
dimers  who come around bitching about being objective or the advertisers don’t like it 
are rendered helpless by the fact that it’s good. That’s the way people have triumphed over 
conventional wisdom in journalism.45 
          
Here, Thompson fuses the principles of Gonzo journalism that the truth is not necessarily based 
on the facts and that no truly good journalist is objective to the stylistic approach to journalism 
that he chose in his work. In essence, Thompson argues that it is possible to deviate in large 
measure from the standard journalistic norms regarding objectivity and factuality if you assume 
a stylistic stance that is more or less literary. Thus, objectivity is apparently viewed by Thompson 
as being something that is signified by a particular style of delivery and that this is assumed by 
the major parties involved in producing a published item of journalism, that is, the writer, the 
editors, and the publisher. If this is indeed the case, then it is not too great a leap of logic to 
posit that there was a link assumed on the part of the readership between the presentation and 
the content of a given article. If it was presented in Thompson’s exaggerated, highly evocative, 
and image-laden style, the assumption was that readers would realize that this was Gonzo, or 
at least subjective, journalism and accept it for what it was. 
As such, it can be argued that Thompson invented Gonzo in order to alleviate the tension he 
perceived between the presentation of facts in the media and the media ability to tell the truth, 
but that he presented Gonzo in the manner that he did in order to signify to audiences that his 
work should not, and could not, be judged in the same fashion as that of the so-called objective 
journalists. Given that Thompson did not believe that objectivity was laudable in journalism, or 
even actually possible to attain, the distinction he created in his work by presenting it in his own 
idiosyncratic style and in a form so far removed from traditional journalism served primarily to 
44 Iyer, “The Man Behind the Mask.” 
45 “The Writing on the Wall,” 10 of the document as retrieved from the Atlantic Unbound archive.
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neatly square the circle of editorial approval and audience acceptance and satisfy Thompson’s 
own expressive urges. On the one hand, editors were reassured by Thompson’s style because it 
was essentially a caveat emptor message to any possible readers and thus alleviated the editorial 
staff of some of their responsibilities with respect to the veracity of what was being published 
in their periodical or newspaper. On the other hand, his style made his work appealing to 
audiences interested in Thompson’s jaundiced approach to the journalistic mien, but effectively 
warned off those readers with other expectations of journalism, or at least attuned them to the 
possible presence of bias and confabulation. 
The publication of the first collection of letters and the interviews given in response to 
its release thus justifiably contributed to Thompson’s increased legitimization in the realms of 
literature and journalism in that they make clear how consciously Thompson worked at his craft 
and how deliberate he was in developing an approach to journalism in particular and writing in 
general that suited both his personality and the times.   
5.4.3  The Publication of Fear and Loathing in America  
Volume II appeared in 2000 as Fear and Loathing in America: The Brutal Odyssey of an Outlaw 
Journalist. In this volume, which covers the crucial 1968-1976 period in Thompson’s career, the 
tone of public exposition is even more prominent. The letters Thompson wrote in these middle 
years are often linked to his public writing, and it is apparent that the distinction between 
the private and the public Thompson is becoming more blurred. Illustrative of the fact that 
Thompson’s private communication and public writing were merging to an increasing extent are 
the gaps in the Fear and Loathing in America letters for the period covering the 1972 elections. 
As editor Brinkley puts it,
 Throughout 1972 Thompson was so engrossed in covering the presidential campaign for 
Rolling Stone that he found little time for private letters – but his editorial correspondence 
with Jann Wenner proved so politically astute that much of it would be published in his 
next book, Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72.46  
Like the previous volume, which contained a foreword by Pulitzer-prizewinning author 
William Kennedy, Volume II  had a forward by an established name in American literary and 
journalism circles, David Halberstam. Whereas Kennedy is known primarily as an author of 
fiction, though he started in journalism, Halberstam was a journalist and historian who had 
been lauded for his coverage of the Vietnam conflict and had written extensively on baseball.47 
Again, the choice was made not for an icon of the 1960s and 1970s, but an author with 
46 Fear and Loathing in America, 465. 
47 Halberstam  (1934 -2007) was the author of, among other works, The Best and the Brightest (1972) and The Summer 
of ’49 (1989). 
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significant institutional credentials, to write the foreword to a volume of his letters. It was also 
with the publication of this volume that Thompson decided on The Gonzo Letters as the subtitle 
to the entire multivolume collection. 
      
5.4.4  Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas: The Film
In 1998, the release of the motion picture version of Thompson’s Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas 
brought further attention to his work. Emblematic of this burst of publicity and publication 
in the late 1990s is the fact that an initial version of the Modern Library edition of Fear and 
Loathing in Las Vegas used the movie poster illustration of Johnny Depp as Raoul Duke on the 
dust cover as if it were a movie tie-in edition.
The film version of Fear and Loathing was a long time in the making; Thompson first 
optioned the film rights to the book in the 1970s.48 Previous attempts to produce a Fear and 
Loathing in Las Vegas film had involved Jack Nicholson and Marlon Brando in the 1970s and 
John Belushi and Dan Aykroyd in the early 1980s.49 Directors Oliver Stone and Martin Scorsese 
were unsuccessful in attempts to produce it, while animator Ralph Bakshi was unable to 
convince Thompson to sell him the rights to make an animated version of the book. Even the 
final Terry Gilliam production was not without its problems. Gilliam, a veteran of the Monty 
Python’s Flying Circus television show and the director of the surrealistic films Brazil and Twelve 
Monkeys seemed an appropriate choice as screenwriter and director for this project. However, 
he was succeeding yet another director, Alex Cox, and conflicts with Cox and his co-writer led 
to the final version of the screenplay being credited to two teams of writers – Terry Gilliam and 
Tony Grisoni and Alex Cox and Tod Davies.50 
The difficulties in producing the film and the differences in how to approach it as evident 
from a comparison of the Gilliam-Grisoni and Cox Davies scripts are telling of the nature of 
the original work. In the final film version, many of the scenes that were written from the 
perspective of the narrator’s imagination and are merely extrapolations of Raoul Duke 
(Thompson’s) own disgust with and paranoia concerning the corruption of the American Dream 
in Las Vegas are treated in a literal fashion by Gilliam, where they were given either short shrift 
or a different emphasis by Cox and Davies. As David Morgan wrote on the question of emphasis 
in a comparison of the two screenplays he compiled for the Writer’s Guild arbitration hearing on 
the Fear and Loathing writing credit issue,
 What is of greater distinction is how emphasis was different within the same scenes. 
48 Anita Thompson, Ancient Gonzo Wisdom, 138. 
49 Nathan Lee, “Critic’s Choice: Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas,” New York Times, May 12, 2006. Retrieved at www.
nytimes.com on July 23, 2010.  
50 In truth, the shooting script, the final version of the script used to make the film, was based on Gilliam and Grisomi’s 
version, even though all four writers had to share credit. See David Morgan in Wide Angle/Close Up, “A Savage Journey: 
The Making of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas” as posted at http://www.wideanglecloseup.com/loathing_filming.html and 
retrieved on July 31, 2015. 
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For example, in Cox it is not indicated that the audience would ever see the acrobat act 
involving nymphettes and wolverines – they may simply be a part of Duke’s exaggerated 
world view; in Gilliam we clearly do see them.51
This difference reaches to the very core of the nature of Gonzo journalism and provides 
an answer to both the question of why it has been so hard to produce Thompson’s work 
cinematically and why film has not proven to be good for Thompson’s career in either a creative 
or a remunerative sense. The distinction in Thompson’s work between what is real and what is 
not, what is factual as opposed to what is hypothetical or imagined, does not lead to a break 
in experience on the part of the reader. In other words, the effect of the images Thompson 
presents to readers is not necessarily different depending on their reality or veracity. This is, 
however, a difficult parity to maintain in a motion picture for a number of reasons. There is 
the problem of creating a rank order of images so that the film does not become a mess 
of disparate and disjointed shots and scenes as the filmmaker attempts to guide us through 
Thompson’s interior monologue on what he is experiencing, the story he is ostensibly reporting, 
and the various completely imagined scenarios he presents at various points in a given story. As 
cinema relies definitively on the visual — the only effective way to tell a story on the screen is 
to show it — it is easy to see how there would be little ground in Thompson’s core works for a 
screenwriter/director to gain purchase, in particular given that the language of the visual story 
demands these distinctions be made between the literal, the assumed, and the imagined in 
order to keep the viewer engaged in the film’s narrative.
In this respect, there was a significant philosophical difference between the screenplay 
produced by the original team of Alex Cox and Tod Davies and the collaboration between 
director Terry Gilliam and Tony Grisoni. The former tried to preserve as much as possible the 
idea that a good part of the narrative was either imagined or merely hypothetical musing on 
Thompson’s part, while the latter went for a more literal translation, at least in the respect 
that inner monologue, outer reality, and Thompson’s sometimes confused experience of his 
environment were given fairly equal visual standing. As David Morgan states,
 How were selected elements changed to suit the demands of film? This would include 
translating prose to dialogue or voice-over, or giving a book’s character’s lines to a different 
character in the script; combining scenes and characters to compress time; or altering the 
order of scenes to change the timeline of the book’s plot. There were surprising differences 
between the two scripts as to how the book’s disjointed, mostly interior viewpoint was 
dramatically depicted.52    
   
The most powerful testimony to the difficulty in getting Thompson’s work specifically, and 
51 David Morgan, “Fear and Loathing Under the Microscope: A Comparison of the Terry Gilliam/Tony Grisoni and Alex 
Cox/ Tod Davies screenplays for Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas” as posted at http://www.wideanglecloseup.com/loathing_
scriptanalysis.html and retrieved on July 31, 2015.  
52 David Morgan, “Fear and Loathing Under the Microscope: Criteria” as posted at http://www.wideanglecloseup.com/
loathing_scriptanalysis.html and retrieved on July 31, 2015. 
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New Journalism in general, to the screen is the sheer paucity in numbers of such adaptations. In 
a market that is ripe for the cinematic treatment of “real” stories, as is the current film market, 
there are surprisingly few such adaptations to the screen. It is likely testimony to the validity of 
the statement that New Journalism and Gonzo journalism are themselves adaptations on the 
part of print media to the addition of omnipresent television that these forms of journalism 
cannot be fitted into a visual format themselves as they are products meant to augment the 
visual nature of the television universe, even if they have adopted some of its characteristics. 
As a resultant prose technology, to put it in McLuhanian terms, New Journalism would not 
be suited to be retrofitted into the visual format that had prompted its development and had 
preceded it, in the same fashion that the film adaptation of novels is eminently viable while the 
novelization of films is generally less than satisfactory.  
In this light, the lack of success in bringing Thompson’s work to the screen takes on 
a significance beyond that of mere differences in creative vision between the writer and 
Hollywood. Indeed, it may prove to be impossible to convert Thompson’s work into a viable 
cinematic form as long as film is still bound by the technical and narrative-structural constraints 
it currently faces. Similarly, it is then not surprising to note that the only Thompson work since 
produced is The Rum Diary (2011), which is based on a pre-Gonzo novel. 
As such, the failure of both Where the Buffalo Roam and Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas 
may have further contributed to cementing Thompson’s image as an icon of American literature. 
As a writer whose works cannot be translated to the screen, his work can claim a creative idiom 
that is both original and singular in that it only works on the page. Yet, Hollywood’s willingness 
to continue to invest in his works despite setbacks at the box office reinforces the significance 
of Thompson’s work in the cultural realm. 
However, the fact that both the collected letters and the films focused heavily on the 
autobiographical aspect of Thompson’s public presence contributed to further strengthening 
the bias of attention in favor of his life over his works. Thompson had become well-known 
without becoming commensurately well-read. By the turn of the century, Thompson was a firmly 
established public and literary persona; the position of his works in the American pantheon 
remained open for debate. 
5.5 E-Gonzo: Thompson Goes Electronic at ESPN
The year 2000 witnessed a resurgence of activity on Thompson’s part as he was again hired as 
a columnist, this time for the electronic periodical ESPN Magazine. The ESPN columns marked 
a return to sports and the unveiling of a new passion for legal reform, as Thompson took up 
the case of Lisl Auman, a convicted felon whom Thompson believed was railroaded.53 Writing 
on the Auman case, Thompson often referred to his own trial in 1990-1991: like so many 
53 As documented in Matthew L. Moseley, Dear Dr. Thompson: Felony Murder, Hunter S. Thompson and the Last Gonzo 
Campaign (Denver: Ghost Road Press, 2010).
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experiences in Thompson’s life, here again, the trial was another event that continued to find 
its way into his writing. 
The ESPN columns entitled “Hey, Rube” are a marked departure from Thompson’s previous 
work in that this was the first time that Thompson wrote for an online medium. Given his 
penchant for using multiple fonts, illustrations, meandering narrative and reproductions of 
various print artifacts in his work, the shift to the online medium was a natural fit: Thompson 
larded his columns for ESPN.com’s Page 2 site with photographs and framed sidebars, as well 
as hyperlinks to other articles. The site also archived his columns online, meaning that readers 
could step in at any time and be brought up to date on Thompson’s running stories, screeds, and 
debating points. It is illustrative that when Thompson anthologized his “Hey, Rube” columns, 
most of these embellishments were left by the wayside. The book Hey, Rube (2004) is almost 
devoid of illustrations, and columns which required a great deal of back story information from 
other articles were omitted. In moving from the online medium to the flatter print format, 
something of the energy is lost, even if the columns included do remain highly entertaining.  
Furthermore, working online provided Thompson with a medium that was much more 
immediate than print; his columns could go to publication as soon as they were submitted to 
ESPN.com. This also meant that Thompson could respond very quickly to his readership. His 
articles were posted online, were then instantly accessible to his readership, and this readership 
could likewise respond instantly by e-mail to the ESPN site. This gives the columns the quality of 
a dialogue or conversation. In the electronic age, Thompson the journalist is again Thompson 
the letter writer and, to some degree, Thompson the conversationalist, going public with his 
skills as a letter writer in his “Hey, Rube” columns by assuming an  epistolary tone  as he had 
previously often done in his work for the Examiner and before that in his early career at the 
Command Courier; additionally, he now incorporated responses from his readers, providing 
an even greater sense of immediacy and intimacy to his columns. As a result, the “Hey Rube” 
columns are more informal in tone than his previous work; if Thompson had broken down 
boundaries between objective journalism and subjective expression in inventing Gonzo, in 
putting it online, he had broken through the wall that separated the writer from his anonymous 
audience. His writing itself was now a participatory experience in that his readers could now 
enter the conversation and see their reactions reflected in his writing. 
In addition, the ESPN columns were tied to the remorseless time limits set by online sports 
news coverage. In the age of Internet news, even the more thoughtful commentaries and 
analyses are expected to be posted fairly quickly after events. Thompson was forced by the 
medium to truly work in a Gonzo mien, where little time or effort can be expended on editing or 
research. In this respect, the online setting of the “Hey, Rube” columns made Thompson resort 
to a purer Gonzo: he simply did not have the time to do it any other way. Here, we are provided 
with Thompson’s primary responses; the Cartier-Bresson photograph that Thompson so desired 
of Gonzo in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas is now being realized, even if it is a photograph of 
Thompson’s state of mind.      
In this light, it is not surprising that the ESPN columns are also indicative of another shift in 
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Thompson’s use of Gonzo. Now, most of the writing is about Thompson being Thompson, with 
much of the action of his columns located on his Colorado ranch, Owl Farm, and these tales 
serving as a framework for more mundane reports and analyses of sports and sporting events. 
Like his Gonzo writing of the past, however, there is still very much an agenda to reveal what is 
really going on behind the scenes in the world of sports, with a typically poisonous pen:
 They are on their way to the Super Bowl & so are the gamblers & the whores & the mass 
of foul scum they bring with them.... A Winning Team on the road to the Super Bowl is 
like a traveling circus that picks up more & more fleas at every stop along the way & finally 
deposits the whole load on an innocent city like Tampa.54
At ESPN, Thompson assumed the cloak of the up-to-date sachem who had “seen it all” 
and could now respond instantaneously to both the events taking place in the world — like his 
other writing, this sports column quickly became suffused with commentary on world events — 
and the responses and queries from his audience.  
5.6 Fame Becomes of Him: Thompson and His Public Personae Delineated  
With the “Hey Rube” columns, and his last two major works, Kingdom of Fear and the book 
version of Hey Rube, a collection of his articles for ESPN, Thompson’s career had come full circle. 
As a young man, Thompson wished to emulate his heroes of fiction writing, Fitzgerald and 
Hemingway. Now, in the latter phase of his career, his non-fiction writing took on characteristics 
of the non-fiction of Hemingway’s middle years, Death in the Afternoon (1932) and The Green 
Hills of Africa (1935), with Thompson as the wise guide and advisor, ready to dispense his 
wisdom. 
As John Raeburn explains in his Fame Became of Him: Hemingway as a Public Writer, 
Hemingway took on nine distinct roles in these books, in part to bolster his public persona, 
which was rapidly overtaking his literary fame at this point in his career: The Sportsman; The 
Manly Man; The Exposer of Sham; The Arbiter of Taste; The World Traveler; The Bon Vivant; The 
Insider; The Stoic Veteran; and The Heroic Artist. In Kingdom of Fear and in the columns that 
formed the body of Hey Rube, all of these personae can be found. It is worthwhile to examine 
how these personas are expressed in these later Thompson works.
The Sportsman: An endeavor like the ESPN column bespeaks a lively and continuing 
interest in sports on the part of the author. Interestingly, it is not Thompson’s involvement in 
organized sports that is accented in the columns; the emphasis in “Hey, Rube” is on Thompson 
the spectator-sage. Here, gambling is made a sport in and of itself with its own thrills, agonies, 
rules, traditions, and mores: 
54 Hey Rube, 22. 
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 Our gambling situation went all to pieces, as it usually does when you start betting with 
strangers who have no sense of values and don’t mind losing heavily. People who don’t 
speak English and pay their gambling debts by selling relatives into slavery are always 
loaded bazookas. I could have handled Penn’s arrival and the Sheriff’s departure with 
no trouble, under ordinary circumstances, but when Fate added a fine young Arabian 
woman to the mix, my gears began to grind. I felt my brain wandering. A little confusion 
can be interesting, in the Oriental sense, but too much of it with no apparent end is 
demoralizing.55
   
The Manly Man: More so even than in such works as The Curse of Lono, both Hey Rube 
and Kingdom of Fear emphasize Thompson’s willingness to place himself in physical danger. Hey 
Rube goes one step further by redefining politics as the ultimate blood sport, an arena as grim 
as any that can be found: 
 Let’s face it: The only true Blood Sport in this country is high-end politics. You can dabble 
in Sports or the Stock Markets, but when you start lusting after the White House, The Joke 
is Over. These are the real Gamblers & there is nothing they won’t do to win. 
 Nothing involving jockstraps or sports bras will ever come close to it for drama, violence, 
savagery, & overweaning lust for the spoils of victory. … The Presidency of the United 
States is the richest and most powerful prize in the history of the World. The difference 
between winning the Super Bowl & winning the White House is the difference between a 
Goldfish & a vault full of Gold bars.56 
The Arbiter of Taste: In both Hey Rube and Kingdom of Fear, Thompson has quite a bit 
to say about lifestyle, in particular about the “good life.” A particularly striking example of this 
is an addendum to the “Song of the Sausage Creature” article in Kingdom of Fear: in the book, 
Thompson uses the article as an anchor for an entire section on speedism that contains the 
following advice with respect to pre-motorcycling food intake:
 The eating schedule should be as follows: Hot fresh spinach, Wellfleet oysters, and 
thick slabs of Sourdough garlic toast with salt & black pepper. Eat this two hours before 
departure, in quantities as needed. The drink should be Grolsch green beer, a dry oaken-
flavored white wine & a tall glass full of ice cubes & Royal Salute scotch whisky, for the 
supercharge factor. 
 Strong black coffee should also be sipped while eating, with dark chocolate cake soaked 
in Grand Marnier for dessert. The smoking of oily hashish is optional, and in truth Not 
Recommended for use before driving at speeds of up to 150 mph in residential districts. 
The smoking of powerful hashish should be saved until after yr. return from the drive, 
when nerve ends are crazy & raw.57 
55 Hey Rube, 113. “Penn” is actor Sean Penn; the sheriff is Bob Braudis, the Sheriff of Pitkin County.  
56 Hey Rube, 12.  
57 Kingdom of Fear, 170. 
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In the same fashion that Hemingway draws a parallel between the enjoyment of wine 
and the appreciation of bullfights,58 Thompson links the appreciation of various foods 
and intoxicants to high-speed motorcycling. Such sections provide the author with 
the opportunity to flex his descriptive muscle and position himself as a knowledgeable 
figure of the finer things, which, by extension, can be taken to be expertise in 
bullfighting, for the former, and in judging high-performance motorcycles, for the latter. 
 
The Exposer of Sham: Hey Rube provides an endless stream of revelations about the 
true nature of sports, politics, the American legal system, and the war on Terrorism; it is in the 
“Hey Rube” columns that Thompson begins his campaign to free Lisl Auman, a young woman 
who had been convicted of felony murder even though she was in police custody at the time 
the crime was committed. Hey Rube is also where Thompson reports on the political and legal 
chaos that ensued in the United States following the 2000 presidential elections. The titles of 
the various columns commenting on the election are illustrative of Thompson’s attitude with 
respect to the events: “The New Dumb,” “The Fix Is In,” and “Get Ready for Sainthood.”59 
Finally, Thompson also included a number of articles lambasting such individuals and institutions 
as Brent Musburger, the Baltimore Ravens, and baseball as a sport.60 
It should be noted that a distinction is made here between exposing sham, that is, exposing 
something as being altogether fake and unworthy, and seeking to correct something that may 
be good or worthwhile but has or has developed certain flaws. Gonzo does not aim to see 
journalism abolished but made more honest, and with a different more contemporary agenda: 
in the articles discussed here, Thompson does seek to point out the altogether “rotten” nature 
of such things as Florida politics and baseball. The reasons for taking a hardline position differ 
for each case, but cumulatively the effect is to present Thompson as an arbiter of worth.  
  
The World Traveler: Hey Rube contains a number of vivid reveries on Thompson’s own 
travels, both within and outside of the United States. Some serve a number of different roles 
simultaneously: in the excerpt below, Thompson uses his own strange experiences in Florida to 
help explain why it is logical that the election of 2000 ground to a halt there because of faulty 
ballots: “It is no accident that this vicious mess has come to a head in Florida. I know the state 
well.”61 The narrative quickly segues into an enumeration of the places Thompson has been and 
the bizarre experiences he has had there, thus reinforcing his image as an adventurer and, thus, 
the ultimate Gonzo practitioner:   
 Florida has been very good to me in many wild & beautiful ways that still make my whole 
58 John Raeburn, Fame Became of Him: Hemingway as Public Writer (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), 41.
59 Columns which ran on ESPN.com on November 20, 2000; November 27, 2000; and December 18, 2000, respectively. 
All three were included in Hey Rube.
60 In “The Curse of Musburger,” Break up the Ravens,” and “New Rules for Baseball.” 
61 Hey Rube, 13.
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body hum when I think about them. … I know Tallahassee & I know Palm Beach. I have run 
amok in Naples & suffered terrible boat crashes in the waters off Miami & the treacherous 
channels of Key West. … I have run aground at midnight on sandbars far out in the middle 
of the ocean; I have lost control of my boat in many posh marinas & been rescued at sea 
by the Coast Guard so often that they came to recognize my voice on the shortwave radio. 
I have known great happiness in Florida & I still have a certain love for it.62
The Bon Vivant: In Hey Rube, Thompson regularly makes a point of describing various 
sports-related parties he has had and the sundry glitterati who have attended. The consistent 
mention of glamorous events and people provides an alibi for Thompson’s changed modus 
operandi; he is a celebrity now, and emphasizes his cultural and social legitimacy, while at the 
same time raising his desirability among those casual readers who are more attracted to the 
image of the rock star writer than the actual writing. Given that the “Hey Rube” columns were 
initially published online at ESPN.com and were free access, the assumption that more than just 
die-hard readers would be reading the columns is not unwarranted.   
Similarly, in Kingdom of Fear, Thompson takes particular care to emphasize his close 
relationship with Hollywood star Johnny Depp, the actor who portrayed Thompson in the Fear 
and Loathing in Las Vegas film. Kingdom of Fear also contains a conspicuous number of pictures 
of Thompson at parties and public events with such luminaries as Bob Dylan, James Carville, 
and George McGovern.  
 
 The Insider: The “Hey Rube” columns marked a return by Thompson to his first career 
step, that of sportswriter. As the “Hey Rube” banner suggests, Thompson’s column accents his 
superior knowledge of the inner workings of the sports industry, thus making him the man to 
listen to before making a bet: a “rube,” after all, is anyone who is ignorant of sports and thus 
likely to make an ill-advised wager: 
 So yes, the 49ers will beat the Rams by at least eight (8), and the Bears will beat the 
Packers by two (2). And I say that without knowing who on any of those teams might be 
injured or locked up. I haven’t even seen the points spreads. Yes sir, make no mistake about 
it Bubba. […] They may be the best teams in football, and I will be shocked if they turn out 
to be underdogs.63 
Thompson also makes it clear that he is the insider’s insider with connections to team owners 
and (former) players.
Finally, Thompson consistently throughout the ESPN columns refers to specific bets he has 
made, boasts about his successes, rationalizes his losses, and stresses the underlying psychology 
of big-stakes betting and how it can be used to one’s advantage: 
62 Ibid.
63 Hey Rube, 122. 
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 So take a tip from a shameless hustler, folks. Make your most desperate bets at halftime, 
when one team is so far ahead that it looks like a certain massive beating. That is the time 
to pounce. That is the moment to sink your fangs into half-bright fans who are not really 
paying attention to this one-sided farce.
 Yes. That is the moment to slip the dagger between their ribs. After that, it is only a matter 
of time before you will want to twist it. That is what a true gambler loves – the fleecing, the 
Whipping, the cruelty, the stabbing. They barely even feel it, until money changes hands 
and there is no escape from the sleazy truth.64
The Stoic Veteran: In both Hey Rube and Kingdom of Fear, Thompson is wont to remind 
his readers that he has been a professional writer for a very long time and, in that time, he has 
seen it all. Kingdom of Fear is particularly effective in this respect as it spans the entirety of 
Thompson’s career, even including a section on his younger years in Cherokee Park in Louisville. 
There is, in Kingdom of Fear, a palpable sense of resignation that some things are never going 
to change:
 Certainly, I would not be entirely comfortable sitting here by myself and preparing, once 
again, to make terminal judgments on the President of the United States of America on 
the brink of a formal war with a whole world of Muslims. … No. That would make me a 
traitor and a dangerous Security Risk, a Terrorist, a monster in the eyes of the Law. 
 Well, shucks. What can I say? We are coming to a big fork in the road for this country, 
another ominous polarization between right and wrong, another political mandate to 
decide “Which side are you on?”… Maybe a bumper sticker that asks ARE YOU SANE 
OR INSANE? I have confronted that question on a daily basis all my life, as if it were just 
another form to fill out, and on most days I have checked off the SANE box – if only 
because I am not dead or in prison or miserable in my life.65 
The Heroic Artist: In the book Hey Rube, the accent is on Thompson the sportswriter, and 
little attention is given to his position as an artist or a writer of quality literature. In Kingdom 
of Fear, however, Thompson does take the stance of the artist as hero. The “Foreword” by 
Timothy Ferris sets the tone by defining Thompson in artistic terms: “If, as Paul Valéry put it, 
‘the true poet is the one who inspires,’ Thompson is a true poet.”66 The book further includes 
an interview of Thompson by Douglas Brinkley for The Paris Review, in which Thompson states
 There were a lot more outlaws than me. I was just a writer. I wasn’t trying to be an outlaw 
writer. I never heard of that term; somebody else made it up. But we were all outside the 
law: Kerouac, Miller, Burroughs, Ginsberg, Kesey; I didn’t have a gauge as to who was the 
worst outlaw. I just recognized my allies: my people.67 
64 Hey, Rube, 213.
65 Kingdom of Fear, 9-10.
66 Timothy Ferris, “Foreword,” Kingdom of Fear, xiii. 
67 Kingdom of Fear, 51. 
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Finally, Thompson directly stakes his claim to a place in the American literary pantheon, arguing 
his artistic prowess and will by comparing himself, and other over-achievers, to animals of prey:
 I was never able to swing a bat like Ted Williams, and I will never be able to write a song 
like “Mr. Tambourine Man.” But, what the hell? Neither one those Yo-yos could write Fear 
and Loathing in Las Vegas, either…. At the top of the mountain, we are all Snow Leopards. 
Anybody who can do one thing better than anyone else is a natural friend of mine.68
At various times in his career, Thompson had taken on the mantle of each of these different 
personas, but here, in the latter days of his life and while working for an electronic medium, 
Thompson was both inclined and able to avail himself of all of them. The ease and immediacy 
of Internet apparently had a liberating effect on Thompson, given that working online made it 
possible for him to “go to print” with one persona on one day and shift to the next with his very 
next entry, ever keeping a wind eye on reader response to monitor for any adverse reactions. 
Working online with its short time cycle and streamlined editorial process also meant that each 
new iteration of Thompson required a minimal investment. Finally, the free access nature of the 
site meant that his readers were not paying for the privilege of reading his material, which in 
turn  meant the consumption threshold was nil and Thompson’s latitude to experiment almost 
limitless from the point of view of the consumer.    
5.6.1 The Publication of Kingdom of Fear
In 2003, Thompson published his memoirs as Kingdom of Fear: Loathsome Secrets of a Star-
Crossed Child in the Final Days of the American Century. Kingdom of Fear is less a conventional 
memoir than Thompson’s own brand of remembrance latched on to the events of post-9-
11 America. The book is divided into three parts, each of which is again subdivided into 
sections. Part I contains the sections “When the Going Gets Weird,” “There Is No Such Thing 
as Paranoia,” and “In the Belly of the Beast.” Part II consists of the sections “Politics is the Art 
of Controlling Your Environment,” “Seize the Night,” and “Speedism.” Part III of the book is 
divided into the sections “The Foreign Correspondent,” “It Never Got Weird Enough for Me,” 
and “Amor Vincit Omnia.”  
The first section of the book deals primarily with Thompson’s youth in Louisville, Kentucky, 
with a particular emphasis on Thompson’s early aptitude for criminal activities. In “The Mailbox: 
Louisville, Summer of 1946,”  Thompson details an act of vandalism involving a U.S. Postal 
Service mailbox and a public school bus that eventually came to the attention of the F.B.I.69 
Thompson relates how he was taught a valuable lesson in life at the early age of nine years old: 
never take what the authorities say at face value. The more memoir-like sections of the book 
68 Ibid., 272. 
69 Tampering with U.S. mailboxes is a federal offense which warrants investigation by the federal authorities. 
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follow this pattern in that each centers on a remarkable event in Thompson’s life that left him 
with a lesson learned. “God Might Forgive You, But I Won’t” is a tale of hubris and youthful 
brashness that ends with Thompson escaping into the Air Force.70 In “The Witness,” Thompson 
explains that fear is a healthy emotion in telling how a former porn actress has him charged 
with assault and drug possession after spending an evening in his home at Woody Creek. As the 
book progresses, the lessons become more complex; in Part II, the chapter entitled “Running 
for Sheriff: Aspen,” is rubricated in the section entitled “Politics Is the Art of Controlling Your 
Environment.” In this respect, the impression the book leaves is that of a twisted variation on 
The Education of Henry Adams. 
Part I follows both a roughly chronological line, from Thompson’s boyhood through his 
years of service as an Air Force enlistee, and a thematic line, that of the outlaw as a writer and 
the writer and other outlaws. The final chapters in Part I focus on Thompson’s involvement in 
the Lisl Auman case and on the “Art of Journalism” interview for The Paris Review. 
Part II is less well-defined as it seems to focus neither on a chronological presentation of 
Thompson’s life and work nor on any single theme. The first section, the above-mentioned 
“Politics is the Art of Controlling Your Environment,” follows somewhat chronologically on the 
sections in Part I that deal with Thompson’s early life, but subsequent sections, “Seize the Night” 
and “Speedism,” seem to primarily serve as slots for including works that had previously been 
unpublished (“The Night Manager” was finally published here in “Seize the Night”) or could 
be extended (“Song of the Sausage Creature” was included as part of a larger thematically-
connected section on “Speedism”). It also includes a reprint of “16 Alexander,” which was one 
of the Examiner columns Thompson had previously anthologized in Generation of Swine, just as 
Part I included “The New Dumb,” which was similarly first published as an ESPN.com column. 
The key to Part II is, however, the chapter “September 11, 2001” as well as the preamble 
to this chapter, “Where Were You When the Fun Stopped:” 
 There was no laughter tonight, only the sounds of doom and death and failure – a relentless 
torrent of death signals: from the sheriff, in the mail, on the phone, in my kitchen, in the 
air, but mainly from Maria, who said she felt it very strongly and she understood exactly 
why I was feeling and thinking the way I did/do, but there was nothing she could do 
about it. She couldn’t help herself. It was the death of fun, unreeling right in front of us, 
unraveling, withering, collapsing, draining away in the darkness like a handful of stolen 
mercury. Yep, the silver stuff goes suddenly, leaving only a glaze of oily poison on the 
skin.71
  
It is at this point in the book that Thompson draws together his memoirs with the current 
events, the destruction of the Twin Towers and the subsequent War on Terrorism, while the 
70 An embellishment on Thompson’s part. He was required by court order to enlist in a branch of the military service by 
the end of the summer of 1955 in order to avoid a further term in jail in addition to the sixty days he had already served. 
71 Kingdom of Fear, 160-161.
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section on Thompson’s tour of duty as a correspondent during the invasion of Grenada is more 
about the nature of public relations in American politics than about the actual war. 
The book deals in detail with those periods in Thompson’s life that had not received a 
great deal of attention in previous publications: his reporting in Vietnam in 1975, his reporting 
on the invasion of Grenada in 1983, his researching of the “Night Manager” project in the late 
1970s, and a visit to Cuba in 1999. Interestingly, his sojourns to Vietnam, Grenada, and Cuba 
were both given little emphasis by Thompson when they took place but are at this time given 
much greater prominence in Kingdom of Fear. This makes sense in the context of Thompson’s 
shifting public persona; while travels to warzones and a communist country did not mesh with 
his earlier anti-establishment Gonzo persona, that of the “Kentucky Derby” and “Vegas,” his 
latter stance as the knowledgeable insider and the stoic veteran in such works as Better than Sex 
and the “Hey, Rube” column and the manly man and world traveler in “Hey, Rube” demand the 
credibility provided by such endeavors. As a man of letters increasingly emulating Hemingway, 
there is little that is more befitting than tales of battlefronts and Cuba.        
Kingdom of Fear, which is a mix of both new and previously published work, is, furthermore, 
an interesting illustration of the press reaction to the events of September 11, 2001 and the 
aftermath of the attacks.  Thompson predicted that the terrorist attacks against the World Trade 
Center and the Pentagon would lead to a perpetual state of war in the United States, and he 
further predicted that this would lead to a siege mentality in the nation that would change 
American life dramatically and permanently.  
Kingdom of Fear also contains a number of “one-off” chapters, including such articles as 
“Sausage Creature” and “Night Manager,” the latter of which had been previously unpublished. 
A year later, Thompson published a print collection of his ESPN.com columns entitled Hey Rube. 
Though some of the work in Kingdom of Fear post-dates the “Hey, Rube” columns collected in 
this volume, the book Hey, Rube was to be Thompson’s final book length publication. 
 
5.7  No More Fun, No More Games
In 2005, Thompson was sixty-seven years old and had been active as a writer and journalist 
for over fifty years. His career had taken him from the obscurity of sports-writing for the Eglin 
Command Courier and other minor publications to the fame of a bestselling author and public 
figure. He had seen his work enshrined in the Modern Library series and his persona immortalized 
in a variety of incarnations in such pop culture works as Doonesbury and Transmetropolitan. 
At 67, however, old age came upon him with its maladies and its limitations. Increasingly, in 
his work, Thompson lamented the aches and pains of his senior years but, more significantly, 
what it stopped him from doing.72 Thompson was finding it increasingly difficult to live up to 
his reputation as a hard-living Gonzo auteur for the simple reason that his body could no longer 
72 “Welcome to the Big Darkness,” Page 2 Column, ESPN.com. Posted July 21, 2003. Retrieved at www.espn.go.com/
page-2/ on June 27, 2014.  
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take the abuse. In addition, Thompson seemed in his writing increasingly bored with the events 
he was discussing. In “New Rules for Baseball” and “The NFL, Election, & Generation Z,” he 
states that baseball is just too tedious and that he simply is not as interested in football as he 
had once been. 73
Simultaneously, his disillusionment with post-9/11 America grew ever more palpable. In 
“Welcome to the Fourth Reich,”74 he bemoans what has happened to the United States since 
the election of George W. Bush in 2000 and the attack on the Twin Towers one year later, 
claiming that the former marked the end of the American Century and the latter the absolute 
low point in American history. Here, unlike in his earlier work, there is a sense of hopelessness; 
even if there is still a witty cynicism to his writing, it is in this later writing leavened with a tone 
of dejection and even hopelessness. 
On the 20th of February, 2005, shortly after submitting what proved to be his last column 
for ESPN, Thompson committed suicide at the Owl Farm in Woody Creek. In death, he retraced 
steps he had already written about in life in an article on Ernest Hemingway:
 Perhaps he found what he came for, but the odds are huge that he didn’t. He was an old, 
sick, and very troubled man, and the illusion of contentment was not enough for him – not 
even when his friends came up from Cuba and played bullfight with him in the Tram. So 
finally, and for what he thought must have been the best of reasons, he ended it with a 
shotgun.75
5.8  Summary of Chapter V
In the last period of his career, Thompson, faced with the changing cultural landscape and 
his now established celebrity, once again needed to revise his approach, but once again to 
do so while remaining true to his principles. The 1990s revival of interest in and nostalgia for 
the 1960s, and the cult of celebrity which television bolstered, offered him the opportunity to 
use his celebrity – now a hindrance to his former approach- to advantage in order to promote 
his brand and increase his income by making personal appearances, granting interviews, and 
becoming involved in media projects. He also embarked on projects with noted scholars, the most 
important being the publication of his letters with Douglas Brinkley, thus accruing the symbolic 
capital of having his work associated with recognized academics. But while gaining prestige, 
he never abandoned his rebel persona, an image now cemented in the public consciousness. 
The content of his writing in this period was an amalgam of old and new interests. He resumed 
73“ New Rules for Baseball,” Page 2 Column, ESPN,com. Posted on November 6, 2000. Retrieved at www.espn.go.com/
page-2/ on June 27, 2014 and “The NFL, Election, & Generation Z,” Page 2 Column, ESPN.com. Posted on December 4, 
2000. Retrieved at www.espn.go.com/page-2/ on June 27, 2014. 
74 “Welcome to the Fourth Reich,” in Kingdom of Fear, 332-334.
75 “What Lured Hemingway to Ketchum?” in The Great Shark Hunt, 373. 
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writing about politics and sports, injustice and sham, adding a new passion: legal reform. His 
style was still wry and acerbic, but now he often viewed his subjects with the eye of the stoic 
veteran, the insider, and the heroic artist, personae which were apparent in his work on Better 
than Sex, Kingdom of Fear and Hey, Rube.  He increased the use of autobiographical elements, 
a nod to old and new followers who were sometimes more interested in his life than his writing, 
used fictional elements to a greater degree, and introduced collage techniques, the latter in 
particular in Better than Sex.  
While participatory journalism was still available to him for such articles as “Sausage 
Creature,”   in some of his major works of this period, notably Better than Sex, he eliminated 
this element and relied instead on personal sources who gave him access to information and, 
ironically, on the media, particularly television as well as, of course, his own inventiveness.
Ever alert to opportunities for writers to earn money and reach new audiences, he entered 
the electronic age, becoming a columnist for an electronic news magazine, ESPN.com. The 
electronic medium proved to be particularly accommodating to Gonzo writing, providing 
Thompson with an immediacy and intimacy not possible in traditional print formats. It further 
made it possible for Thompson to maintain his market even more closely; in his columns, he 
could respond quickly to reader queries and reactions. 
In these columns and his last major publications are characteristics reminiscent of 
Hemingway in his prime, in particular the Hemingway of Death in the Afternoon, an unsurprising 
though perhaps not conscious homage to the hero of his boyhood. Growing older, Thompson 
appeared in his writing to be reaching back to his past, not unlike Hemingway before him. And 
like Hemingway, Thompson, in 2005, chose to end his life with a gunshot. 
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THE MOST FORTUNATE MAN OF ALL
The fortunate man, in my opinion, is he to whom the gods have granted the power 
either to do something which is worth recording or to write what is worth reading, 
and the most fortunate of all is the man who can do both. 
Pliny the Younger
Letter to the Historian Tacitus, 
c. AD 1061
Hunter S. Thompson’s invention of Gonzo journalism, a highly original approach characterized 
by subjectivity, author involvement, meta-journalism, and an amalgam of techniques used in 
fiction and non-fiction writing, was a milestone in American letters with effects that continue 
to resonate in the literary world and, to some degree, in other fields and avenues of public 
discourse.  The Gonzo label is now used to identify any non-traditional approach to a subject, 
even in such commonly staid fields as economics and marketing. 
In the present study, it is argued that the development of this original and influential 
literary form was not simply a matter of happenstance or the times or the inspiration of the 
individual, but a confluence of specific interacting factors, and it is only from this perspective 
that this development can be fully understood and the literary value and importance of the 
writer’s achievement can be properly assessed. 
Gonzo was the result of the interaction of economic, cultural, and social factors as well as 
the biography and creativity of Thompson himself. In particular, Thompson’s invention of Gonzo 
journalism was to no small degree the result of profound shifts in the media marketplace that 
led to a move away from mass market general interest periodicals in favor of more specialized 
publications. This shift in the market was, in turn, triggered by significant shifts in the education 
and the prosperity of the American populace. In addition, Thompson’s sensibilities as a writer 
were also shaped by the shift in American society to a predominantly image-based culture. 
As made clear by both Postman and McLuhan, television was reshaping American culture 
and sensibilities in this period and likewise forcing writers and journalists to re-evaluate their 
approaches. From this perspective, the history of Gonzo reflects, to some extent, the cultural 
history of the United States in the 1960s and 1970s. 
Thompson’s upbringing in the border state of Kentucky with its traditional interest in sports 
and manly endeavors alongside a respect and regard for writing — he regularly acknowledged 
1 Letters of the Younger Pliny vi. Translated by Betty Radice (Boston, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1969). 
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his regard for Faulkner, Hemingway and Fitzgerald, as well as J.D. Salinger and J.P. Donleavy — 
contributed not only to Thompson’s decision to become a writer, originally a short story writer 
and novelist, but laid the foundation for the development of the artist persona, the avatar 
of Bourdieu’s bohemian life and the masterless creator who equated the act of creation with 
sedition and the role of creator with that of the outlaw.    
The number of biographies written about Hunter Thompson, many of which focus on 
his life rather than his work, are a testimony to the fact that he led a life worth recording. 
Thus, in an age of political activism, Thompson participated in the process. He ran for office, 
was involved in a voter registration drive, and was vocal in his support of those candidates 
he felt worthy. He also encouraged the publications with which he was affiliated to become 
more involved in political journalism. Later in life, Thompson took on such causes as the Free 
Lisl Auman movement, thereby raising consciousness of the iniquities of the American justice 
system. That he himself had been railroaded into a jail sentence and enforced induction into the 
military added resonance to his activities in this respect. 
In many respects, his lifestyle was an expression of political and ethical positions that were 
resonating in certain segments of the population and were as vigorously opposed in others. As 
a staunch believer in individual freedoms, Thompson used his public persona and equally public 
use of narcotics and alcohol to express a belief in the right of individuals to make their own 
choices regarding what they consume and how they seek enlightenment and entertainment. 
It was not, however, simply that Thompson’s eventful life and often bizarre behavior was 
seen as worthwhile in and of itself. He drew the attention of biographers because they were 
attracted to the symbolic character of his life. Thompson’s life reflected a number of striking 
developments that were taking place in American culture in the 1960s and 1970s, and, to 
some degree, he became their embodiment: he was an unabashed drug user in a period when 
the use of narcotics was becoming prevalent in the United States; he was politically active in 
a period when political foment and tensions were at a peak; and he was an avid enthusiast 
of such leisure activities as American football and motorcycling as they came to the fore in 
American life. In the critical spirit of the times, however, he took to task what he believed was 
the sham and hypocrisy of American life as presented in the media. This led to an intriguing mix 
for writers on his life. Even as he sought to delineate the demise of the spirit of the 1960s and 
the death of the American Dream in Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, his behavior as described 
in the book was exemplary of the excesses of the period, with its drug use and dissolute search 
for authentic experience in a carnival world of meaningless entertainment. In other works, he 
was likewise not loathe to take part in those activities which defined the 1960s and 1970s in 
terms of lifestyle even as he endeavored to find the truth behind the artifice.
Yet, there is much more to Thompson than this dichotomy between the writer and the 
lifestyle. Thompson was very much a conscious manager of his career as a writer, an artist who 
capitalized on his persona, using it to attract an audience, gain acceptance and, in turn, influence 
cultural norms. Bourdieu sees the rise of bohemia as being linked to increased prosperity. In 
the light of this, it becomes understandable how Thompson could attain both economic and 
322
symbolic capital, and reach canonical status. Likewise, in light of the dual stances identified by 
Bourdieu of the bohemian and the autonomous artist (as opposed to the bourgeois or official 
artist), Thompson’s dual identities of the outsider and the dedicated professional can be seen as 
a particularly potent tactic of public positioning.        
As a result of his very public life and his copious writing on his own activities and 
motivations, we can — as this thesis has aimed to do — discuss his life in the broad context 
of social, economic, and cultural concomitants with a fair degree of certainty. Thompson was 
committed to writing as a career and was uncompromising in his efforts to earn his keep from 
writing. He never taught and his occasional involvement in screen work and his lackluster efforts 
to work the lecture circuit were undertaken to earn money and keep his image alive in a time 
when his writing career flagged temporarily. Likewise, he eschewed using his public persona to 
gain a television sinecure. Such a degree of singularity in a very publically pursued writing career 
which resulted in the creation of a new literary form makes Thompson an excellent subject for 
the study of form development and the factors affecting it.  
In studying Thompson’s life, it becomes clear — vide Bourdieu — that individual artists are 
influenced to a profound degree by the vicissitudes of economics in that writing for a consumer 
public is an economic activity regardless of the political position or the mode of expression of 
the writer. After all, writing is only significant to the degree that it is read, and the market of 
publications determines to a very high degree who gets purchased and thus read. Thus, on the 
one hand, the cultural revolution taking place in the United States in the period spanning the 
Beat and Flower Power generations doubtless confirmed Thompson’s perspective as a writer; 
Thompson saw the creative avenues opening up in the 1960s as a godsend as his sensibilities 
were attuned to the demand for rebellion in writers by the tensions he had been subjected 
to as a young man coming of age in a border state on the cusp of the Civil Rights movement 
and the restive energies of the postwar period. On the other hand, however, Thompson was 
steered by the invisible hand of supply and demand to channel his energies into a format, mid-
form journalism and feature writing, that had been a literary backwater until that point and 
that Thompson himself initially viewed with some disdain. In his books, articles, and letters, he 
frequently discussed his reasons for choosing journalism and the origins of his writing vocation.
The demise of the general interest mass market periodicals, triggered in no small degree by 
the paradigmatic shift from the word to the image and from the involved to the disconnected 
which was brought about by the rise of television, had essentially disenfranchised a generation of 
writers: it had denied them a platform for developing their work and making it public to a large 
ready-made audience and taken away a financial mainstay. The manner in which Thompson’s 
life proved at times to be either a boon or a bane to his career is indicative of the trends that 
can be delineated in the realm of American publishing and, indeed, American cultural life. The 
profound shift from a logo-centric to an image-based culture as defined by Postman, and from 
more involving (hot) media to more distanced (cool) media as observed by McLuhan left many 
writers in the United States of the 1960s and 1970s searching for new modes of expression, 
often outside of the traditional print formats or outside of writing altogether. Thompson 
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dealt with a society increasingly dependent on image for its public discourse by endeavoring 
to unmask the artifice of television both in its portrayal of individuals, such as Richard Nixon 
and Jean-Claude Killy, and in its representation of events and processes, such as the national 
campaigns for the presidency. Gonzo is, in this respect, both a response to the increasing 
encroachment of television sensibilities on American society, in that it offers its readers a more 
involved “hotter” representation of its subject than television, and an accommodation of the 
television mindset in readers in that it breaks with the print journalism conventions of objectivity 
and inverted pyramid structure in favor of fragmented subjective narrative, often supported by 
illustrations and eccentric layout. If, as McLuhan posits, television was reshaping our sensibilities 
to be more detached and ironic because television was more detached, then Thompson was 
providing a necessary counterweight by requiring of his audience involvement both in the story 
and in the issues underlying the story. And if, as Postman puts forward, television was turning 
everything into entertainment, then Thompson was likewise providing a needed service to his 
readers by raising their awareness of this phenomenon. However, Thompson was not averse to 
appealing to the television sensibilities of his readership in terms of experimenting with format 
and delivery in order to achieve this. 
At the same time, the boom in university attendance in the United States that had been 
initiated by the G.I. Bill following the Second World War and given free rein by the economic 
prosperity of the Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson Administrations created a new readership 
in America. Thompson was thus in a position to tap into audiences with a higher average 
education than previous generations which not only had the concomitant skills and ambitions 
of the college-educated but also had their sensibilities with respect to literature in general and 
journalism in particular shaped by the exposure to college education. 
Finally, the industrial mobilization during World War II triggered technological innovations 
and the application of technology on a wide scale which had a profound effect on American 
society, first and foremost in that it was altering the economics and logistics of the dissemination 
of information and, secondly, in that it was altering perceptions with respect to existing 
media due to the introduction of the wide scale use of new media. As television became the 
predominant medium in American culture, print media were forced not just to devise strategies 
to compete with this new medium but to actually rethink their role in a society being inundated 
with images. As such, this displacement of the print media out of certain traditional roles in 
the provision of news (immediacy in providing headline news) and entertainment (the provision 
of stand-alone and serial short fiction) led to an editorial retooling in favor of explanatory and 
illustrative narrative non-fiction features. 
Thompson’s career is thus illustrative of a paradigmatic shift taking place in American 
letters in the 1960s and 1970s in that he was subjected to these new cultural, economic and 
technological forces and, more importantly, sought to deal with,  accommodate, and, indeed, 
influence them in a deliberate fashion as a singularly determined career professional writer.          
Tom Wolfe, the nestor of New Journalism, was quick to recognize Thompson’s approach 
as innovative, but he viewed it through the lens of his own definition of a new school of 
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journalism, the New Journalism. As such, Wolfe focused much of his attention on Hell’s Angels, 
which most easily fit in Wolfe’s journalistic rubric. Wolfe was apt to define New Journalism 
as the new mainstream in that he saw the shifting paradigm of American letters. Indeed, the 
New Journalism is indicative of profound changes taking place in the American print market. 
However, the lack of coherence within New Journalism is too great to be swept under the rug 
as being a simple manifestation of the various idiosyncrasies of the writers involved. 
The fit between the creators and the market is the result of complex internal and external 
forces. Hunter Thompson is part of the New Journalism movement because he faced the same 
predicament faced by so many other of its practitioners; the market for short creative fiction 
had dried up as a viable source of income and the weight of audience attention was shifting 
in both short and long form in favor of non-fiction, even though his own tastes and education 
had prepared him for a career in fiction. Like his contemporaries, Thompson found himself 
in a market in which it was no longer possible to plot out a literary career in the fashion of 
his models, Hemingway, Faulkner, and Fitzgerald. He was faced with the Hobbesian choice of 
either accommodating to the market by writing non-fiction or risking not becoming a writer 
at all. Thompson chose journalism, but on his terms. He would write non-fiction as if it were 
fiction, making him what Jerome Klinkowitz called a super-fictionist, a category denoting those 
writers who did not follow the strict rules of either fiction or non-fiction.  A necessary corollary 
of such a choice was that taking up the mantle of the fictionist in the sense of being a willing 
experimenter with form and content meant divorcing himself from one of the basic tenets of 
modern-day journalism, the principle of objectivity.      
Although critics and publishers sometimes struggled with the fiction/nonfiction distinction 
for his work, Thompson always saw the delineation as clear. His copious correspondence 
stands as a testimony to the rigid divide he made between the work he did as a journalist 
— Hell’s Angels, the Fear and Loathing books and the Gonzo Volumes – and the works he 
considered his true fiction – The Rum Diary, Fire in the Nuts, and the unfinished Prince Jellyfish, 
The Silk Road, and Polo is My Life. What made this distinction murky for others was that both 
Thompson’s fiction and non-fiction were predicated on the very basic principle that there was a 
key difference between facts and the truth, and that the writer’s task was to seek out and reveal 
the truth, even if meant subordinating the facts to that purpose. What makes the distinction 
clearer is Thompson’s attitudes towards the market as expressed in both his correspondence 
and increasingly in the contents of his published works: as much as Thompson tried to sell both 
fiction and non-fiction and desired to move from the latter to the former, he never ceased to 
sell his work to both periodicals and publishing houses as journalism. Thompson consistently 
referred to his major works as journalism and non-fiction and noted on frequent occasions, 
often with some degree of resignation, that he was, if nothing else, a professional that is a 
professional journalist. The fact that he defined Gonzo in the manner he did, particularly in the 
“Jacket Copy for Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas,” makes it clear that he saw Gonzo as a variety 
of non-fictional writing and not as a derivative form of fiction. In this respect, Weingarten’s 
discussion of Thompson’s work is closest in line with the author’s own position. As has been 
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demonstrated in the present study, the publication of Hell’s Angels was certainly a pivotal 
moment in Thompson’s writing. The success of the book provided Thompson with the entrée 
needed to earn a steady and reliable income as a journalist. Such vindication in the market place 
of his non-fictional efforts stymied his fictional ambitions, however. 
Thompson’s singular achievement as a writer is the degree to which he limned personal 
creative ambition to the exigencies of the market without conceding either originality or literary 
credibility. Thompson’s invention of Gonzo journalism was the crystallization of an internal need 
to follow in the footsteps of such paragons of American literature as Faulkner and Hemingway 
but to do so in a culture whose media sensibilities were rapidly moving away from those of the 
prewar era and which was being subjected to economic and educational shifts of a previously 
almost unimaginable nature. As this study has shown, Thompson was aware of these shifts 
and commented on them even as he navigated his way through the straits of the market of 
periodicals and the world of publishing. As such, Thompson proved on many occasions to be an 
insightful and prescient observer of American culture. That he was a brilliant though eccentric 
stylist often masked that he was a cogent and intelligent student of politics, sociology, and 
popular culture. Moreover, as I have aimed to show, Thompson made use of the advent of the 
culture of celebrity in American letters to a degree achieved by few authors, fusing his work and 
life in the public consciousness. It should be remarked, however, that this is not a necessarily 
common phenomenon.            
Thompson’s works have proved to have considerable staying power. Most of his books 
remain in print in current editions and are easily accessible. Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas 
has been added to the Modern Library collection, as has Hell’s Angels. His work has also been 
reissued in uniform editions by Pan MacMillan. There is furthermore no reason to believe that 
Thompson’s appeal as a writer will fail to continue for years to come. 
Even a cursory survey of Internet discussion groups and fan sites supports the claim that 
Thompson continues to gain readers among the generations following the Baby Boomers. His 
work continues to gain admirers and students among readers who have no direct experience of 
the 1960s and 1970s, or even the 1980s. The fact that Hollywood was willing, in the 1990s, to 
commit to a multi-million dollar A-list production of Thompson’s Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas 
is testimony to a faith in the amount of interest it was felt his work could draw in the cohort of 
the population vital to box office earnings, males from 15-49 years of age. His ability to remain 
in print even as the memory of the era in which Thompson lived and about which wrote waned 
can conceivably be seen as a worthy legacy to subsequent generations. Given that much of 
what Thompson had to say about such issues as the commercialization of sports, the increasing 
conservatism of American politics, news coverage, and cultural attitudes has been vindicated by 
the developments of recent decades, his work deserves a place on the shelves of the American 
literary pantheon for years to come. Given that, furthermore, Thompson’s sensibilities with 
respect to the role of the printed word in an increasingly video-inundated society have proven 
to be acutely apt at the very least, his oeuvre is deserving of the continued attention of scholars. 
Finally, Thompson’s idiosyncratic style and his willingness to push the parameters of literary 
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journalism to their utmost extremes, as well as his willingness to push the boundaries of the 
extreme in his own life will doubtless assure the existence of a cottage industry of works on 
his life and works that will, as I have hoped to make clear, increasingly include the attention of 
serious scholars that his oeuvre requires and deserves.    
Thompson started his professional life with the ambition of becoming a writer of fiction, 
but became instead one of America’s most innovative journalists. Yet, he never gave up on 
the idea of being not just a good journalist but a great writer, a man of letters recognized 
and respected for his artistry with words. In inventing and practicing Gonzo journalism, he 
made a contribution that brought him that recognition and respect, and, equally, was a credit 
to the field of journalism as well. Today, owing to the work of Thompson and the other New 
Journalists and their successors, our view on journalism has been altered to such a degree that it 
is with agreement and not merely approbation that Ben Yagoda’s article “The New Journalism, 
Redux” (2013) in The Chronicle of Higher Education is met where he states that “Journalism 
can be called literary to the extent that it tells true stories not with the formulas and clichés 
so prevalent in the field, but with artful, innovative, and fresh language and style, just as we 
would expect from a first-rate novelist or poet.” In this respect, Thompson’s invention of Gonzo 
journalism is significant in that it not only contributed a new format to a genre of writing in 
need of fresh formulas for a changing cultural landscape, but that it helped us to re-invent our 
conceptions of journalism specifically and forms of literary expression in general.  
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Hunter S. Thompson’s invention of Gonzo journalism, a style characterized by a subjective, 
participatory, and often fictionalized approach to writing, was a milestone in American letters, 
with effects that have resonated into the present. Thompson was both a product and a forger 
of his times, a writer particularly attuned to the forces of the day affecting a writer determined 
to support himself solely with his writing. 
The present study posits that major literary developments and movements are not merely 
a response to the zeitgeist or simply the product of fine minds but are the result of a complex 
interaction between social, economic, and cultural factors, on the one hand, and the biography 
and creativity of individual writers, on the other. It is only from this perspective that the movement 
or development itself can be fully understood and the literary value and importance of the 
writer’s achievement can be properly assessed. In this construct, as I seek to demonstrate, the 
combined role of economic force and technological developments is generally underestimated. 
As Thompson was, in the course of the five decades that he was a practicing journalist, 
very conscientiously a writer, a consummate professional whose letters and conversations reflect 
the thought he gave to the direction of his career, there are clear evolutionary lines to his 
writing that demonstrate that his work and career, and indeed his lifestyle, were the result 
not only of his unique talent, but were representative of profound changes taking place in 
American culture and letters. In each phase of his career, Thompson’s writing is analyzed in the 
context of his interaction with the publishing world and the American journalism and media 
community. These interactions are placed within the theoretical framework of literary and 
cultural development defined by theorists Pierre Bourdieu, Neil Postman, and Marshall McLuhan 
in order to demonstrate how and to what degree economics and social and technological 
changes can steer the creative process. 
While Thompson’s upbringing in the border state of Kentucky in the 1940s and 1950s 
instilled in him a lifelong passion for sports, guns, and politics, he rebelled against the region’s 
traditionalist social constraints, which, nonetheless, made him acutely aware of the role of status 
and money in society. This was reflected in his career, where he was very conscious of both the 
real and abstract economies of a life in letters: Thompson endeavored throughout his career 
to produce works that could be sold on the commercial market, but likewise put considerable 
effort into building and maintaining a reputation as a literary innovator and artist. Thompson 
worked, in the terminology of Bourdieu, to accrue both real and symbolic capital as a writer.  
His earliest literary and, to some extent, life models, Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, 
and William Faulkner, were all fiction writers who eschewed traditional life. Although he was 
intent on fiction, the changing literary market of the late 1950s and 1960s, in which periodicals 
which published fiction were being driven out of the market, led Thompson to turn to journalism 
as a means to satisfy both his creative ambitions and his financial needs. 
Frustrated by the constraints of a profession he felt stifled his creativity and did not really 
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plumb the depths of truth, he sought new ways to report. In his efforts to earn a living as a 
freelance writer, Thompson had turned to journalism; in his need to gain the status of a literary 
writer and the concomitant symbolic capital, he turned to innovation. Fortunately, there were 
publications appearing that, in response to changes in the American scene being wrought by 
television, were prepared to engage in a different type of journalism. According to McLuhan, 
cultures exposed to new media are inexorably altered and will subsequently have a different 
attitude towards the media already present. Thus when television became a primary information 
bearer, print, and consequently the journalist’s role, were viewed differently. Postman, in turn, 
has argued that television puts pressure on other media to conform to an entertainment 
format or be marginalized, thus likewise exerting significant force on journalism to change 
in a television-altered environment. Thompson realized early on that he had a role to play in 
revealing the dissonance between what was being presented in the media as fact and what was 
the underlying truth.  
The articles and the one non-fiction book Hells Angels (1967) published in the first period 
of Thompson’s career, from 1955-1967, were in varying degrees traditional or experimental 
as Thompson searched for the formula that would satisfy the demands of the market, while 
likewise meeting his needs as an expressive artist. He fabricated stories and characters for his 
feature articles for such publications as the National Observer, broke language taboos, and took 
participation in the stories he covered to new levels, spending almost a year riding with the 
Hell’s Angels to get at the truth of their story. All of these tactics reflected his belief that facts 
were not what produced truth. 
The publication of the widely reviewed and popular Hell’s Angels resulted in writing 
commissions and speaking tours, and Thompson came to be seen as the right voice to engage 
the intelligent affluent or countercultural readers sought by magazines such as Rolling Stone 
and Playboy, two publications taking advantage of the seismic shift taking place in American 
magazine publishing in the 1960s and early 1970s due to the demise of the mass-market 
general interest “glossy” magazines. Between 1968 and 1970, Thompson produced insightful 
articles about Jean-Claude Killy, a major athlete, and Richard Nixon which revealed the man 
behind the media-created mask and showed how each was iconic of the ills of American life. 
The refusal of Playboy to publish his article on Killy, however, showed that Thompson still had 
some way to go in balancing his expressive needs and artistic ambitions with the demands of 
the market. 
The techniques used in these articles would subsequently be incorporated and perfected in 
his first real Gonzo article, “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved” (1970). Thompson’s 
article on the Kentucky Derby was an unfiltered projection of the Derby experience meshed 
with a meta-story about the writing of the article that purported to delve into the truth behind 
the facts of the Derby by searching for the perfect “Derby face” among the spectators. It 
incorporated all of the key elements of Gonzo writing: an overtly subjective outlook on the part 
of the writer; meta-journalism; the application of the non-fiction story method; the introduction 
of fictional conceits; a focus on the experience as opposed to the facts of the event; writer 
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participation in the story; and exposure of structure. In applying these techniques in this fashion, 
Thompson performed a delicate balancing act between the commercial needs and the symbolic 
capital desires of a literary writer. By writing in this mien, Thompson was able to remain viable as 
a journalist while satisfying his artistic ambitions: he could earn a living as a freelance journalist 
while still garnering the prerogatives and recognition of a literary author. Shifts in the social, 
economic, and cultural climate had changed the market and Thompson was now ready with 
an approach that was not only responsive to these new sensibilities, but would to some degree 
change them.
With the market for short fiction stagnant in the early 1970s and consumer tastes changing 
with respect to periodicals, magazines such as Rolling Stone were adapting to these changes by 
commissioning feature writers and journalists, including Thompson, who would appeal to the 
new sensibilities, and could also contribute to improving the status of narrow interest periodicals 
like Rolling Stone (music) and Playboy (adult lifestyle) by providing them with articles on topics 
outside of their normal purview. In this period, Thompson produced two Gonzo masterpieces, 
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (1972), on the death of the American Dream, and Fear and 
Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72 (1973), in which Thompson covered the 1972 presidential 
campaign as a Gonzo spectacle. Both works were initially published to acclaim in serial form in 
Rolling Stone before being published as bestselling books.    
With this success, Thompson found himself becoming increasingly constrained as a 
Gonzo journalist; fame and celebrity made it more and more difficult to work as a participatory 
journalist. As a result, Thompson turned in the mid-1970s to a more restrained form, with 
a more rigorously structured narrative style of writing, which resulted in a number of highly 
personal and effective pieces such as “The Banshee Screams for Buffalo Meat” (1977), on the 
disappearance of his friend Oscar Acosta, and “Last Tango in Vegas” (1978), on the defeat and 
comeback of Muhammad Ali. In the final phase of the maturation of Gonzo, he incorporated 
these elements into his writing. In the course of a decade, he had positioned Gonzo as a 
marketable form, established himself as a literary person, and dealt with some of the threats to 
Gonzo’s sustainability. 
Between 1979 and 1991, the market wanted more of the material that had brought him 
acclaim, but paradoxically, it was his success and celebrity which precluded this work which 
required a semblance of anonymity. The Gonzo formula therefore required reworking. 
In this period, Thompson realized that Thompson the man, the cult figure, was also a 
marketable commodity in the television age of celebrity. He cultivated his image as the artist, 
the bohemian outsider who challenges rules, and took this persona on the lecture circuit. He 
also optioned some of his work to filmmakers for lucrative sums. The resulting film, Where the 
Buffalo Roam (1980), regardless of its quality, brought him more celebrity and expanded his fan 
base. In an effort to generate more revenue and solidify his reputation as an established writer, 
he published an anthology of his work, The Great Shark Hunt (1979). 
Nonetheless, he continued to experiment, eventually finding the formula which enabled 
him remain true to Gonzo while accommodating his celebrity. He went on to produce The Curse 
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of Lono (1983) and publish a column in the San Francisco Examiner in the 1985-1990 period. 
The latter work culminated in the publication of two collections, Generation of Swine (1988) 
and Songs of the Doomed (1990). 
The 1990s revival of interest in and nostalgia for the 1960s, combined with the cult of 
celebrity which television bolstered, offered him the opportunity to promote his brand and 
increase his income by making personal appearances, granting interviews, and becoming 
involved in media projects. In this period, Thompson also sought to burnish his reputation, and 
increase the symbolic capital value of his name and works, by collaborating on projects likely 
to elevate his reputation among academics and connoisseurs of literature. He joined forces 
with the noted historian and biographer Douglas Brinkley to publish his letters and worked 
with Matthew Hahn at The Atlantic on an elaborate feature focused on his life and work. His 
prestige notwithstanding, he did not abandon his rebel persona, thus preserving the image 
of the independent artist, as defined by Bourdieu as being crucial to certain types of cultural 
commerce. 
The content of his writing in this last phase of his career was an amalgam of old and new 
interests: politics, sports, injustice and sham, and legal reform. His style remained wry and acerbic, 
but tempered with the eye of the stoic veteran, the insider, and the heroic artist, all personae 
he assiduously managed with respect to his public. He increased the use of autobiographical 
elements, a nod to old and new followers who were sometimes more interested in his life 
that in his writing, used fictional elements to a higher degree, and resorted to refined collage 
techniques he had introduced in The Curse of Lono.
While participatory journalism was still available to him for such articles as “Song of the 
Sausage Creature,” in some of his major work of this period, e.g., Better than Sex (1994), 
he eliminated this element and relied instead on personal acquaintances who gave him 
access to information and, ironically, on the media, particularly television as well as his own 
inventiveness. In Better than Sex, Thompson used collage techniques and his status as a veteran 
political journalist to reveal the truth behind a political system that had, in his view, become 
completely dominated by television. In the Postman perspective, television had turned politics 
into entertainment – Thompson was pushed by this development to present politics as a form 
of television entertainment and to serve as a guide to the viewing of the campaign, as opposed 
to being a guide to the campaign itself. 
Ever alert for opportunities for writers to earn money and reach new audiences, he entered 
the electronic age, becoming a columnist for an electronic news magazine, ESPN.com, in 2000. 
In these columns and his last major publications, Kingdom of Fear (2003) and Hey, Rube (2004), 
are characteristics reminiscent of Ernest Hemingway, an unsurprising, though perhaps not 
conscious, homage to the hero of his boyhood. And similar to Hemingway, Thompson took his 
own life in his home on February 20th, 2005. 
Thompson’s invention of Gonzo journalism is significant in that it not only contributed a 
new format to a genre of writing in need of fresh formulas for a changing cultural landscape, but 
also in that it helped us reinvent our conception of journalism specifically and literary expression 
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in general. In my dissertation I have demonstrated that Gonzo needs to be understood as the 
result of the interaction of economic, cultural, social and technological factors as well as the 
biography and creativity of the author himself. From this perspective, the history of Gonzo 
reflects, to some extent, the cultural history of the United States; the study of Thompson and 
the invention of Gonzo is believed, therefore, to provide greater insight into this history.          
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Hunter S. Thompson’s uitvinding van de Gonzo journalistiek, een stijl van schrijven die 
gekenmerkt wordt door een subjectieve, betrokken en vaak gefictionaliseerde benadering, was 
een mijlpaal in de Amerikaanse literatuur waarvan de invloeden tot op heden merkbaar zijn.  De 
schrijver Thompson was zowel een product als een schepper van zijn tijd, en hij was  zich heel 
erg bewust van eigentijdse ontwikkelingen die bepalend waren voor schrijvers die met schrijven 
in hun levensonderhoud wilden voorzien.
Dit proefschrift toont aan dat belangrijke literaire ontwikkelingen en bewegingen niet 
louter een reactie zijn op de tijdgeest, of simpelweg het product van grote denkers, maar 
voortkomen uit een complexe interactie tussen enerzijds sociale, economische, technologische 
en culturele factoren en anderzijds de levensgeschiedenis en creativiteit van individuele schrijvers. 
Alleen vanuit dit perspectief kan de beweging of ontwikkeling zelf helemaal begrepen worden 
en kan de literaire waarde en de betekenis van het werk van de schrijver worden geduid. In 
mijn proefschrift wil ik laten zien dat de rol van economische krachten in combinatie met 
technologische ontwikkelingen hierin veelal onderschat wordt.  
In de vijf decennia dat Thompson actief was als journalist, betoonde hij zich een zeer 
consciëntieus schrijver en een professioneel vakman wiens brieven en conversaties lieten zien hoe 
hij nadacht over doel en richting van zijn carrière en over zijn levensstijl. Ook zijn er elementen in 
zijn schrijven die aangeven dat zijn werk en carrière, en inderdaad ook zijn levensstijl, niet alleen 
werden bepaald door zijn unieke talent maar voortkwamen uit en een weerspiegeling vormden 
van diepgaande veranderingen in de Amerikaanse cultuur en literatuur. 
In mijn proefschrift analyseer ik het werk van Thompson in de verschillende fasen van zijn 
loopbaan in de context van zijn interacties met de Amerikaanse uitgeverswereld, de journalistiek 
en de media. Ik begrijp deze interacties vanuit het theoretisch denken over literaire en culturele 
ontwikkelingen door Pierre Bourdieu, Neil Postman en Marshall McLuhan. Op deze manier wil 
ik aantonen  hoe en in welke mate economische, sociale en technologische veranderingen het 
creatieve proces kunnen sturen. 
Thompson groeide op in het Kentucky van de jaren 1940 en 1950, en had een levenslange 
passie voor sport, wapens en politiek. Toch  rebelleerde hij tegen de traditionele sociale restricties 
van zijn geboortestaat, al bleef hij zich bewust van de rol van status en geld in de maatschappij. 
Dit zien we terug in zijn niet aflatend bewustzijn van de reële en abstracte economie van een 
leven als schrijver: hij streefde er bij voortduring naar werk te produceren dat goed zou verkopen, 
maar deed tezelfdertijd verwoede pogingen om een reputatie als een literaire vernieuwer en 
kunstenaar op te bouwen en te handhaven. Om met Bourdieu te spreken: hij streefde er naar 
om als schrijver zowel reëel als symbolisch kapitaal op te bouwen. 
Zijn vroegste literaire en, tot op zekere hoogte, levensmodellen, Ernest Hemingway, F. 
Scott Fitzgerald en William Faulkner, waren allen fictieschrijvers die afkerig waren van een 
traditionele levensstijl. Hoewel hij eigenlijk fictieschrijver wilde worden, wendde Thompson zich, 
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als gevolg van de veranderende literaire markt van de late jaren vijftig en de jaren zestig, tot de 
journalistiek om zowel zijn creatieve ambities te realiseren alsook zijn inkomen veilig te stellen. 
Gefrustreerd door de  – naar zijn oordeel -- creatieve beperkingen van de toenmalige 
journalistiek, waarin men volgens hem niet werkelijk op zoek was naar diepere of onderliggende 
waarheden, zocht hij nieuwe vormen en nieuwe wegen om te publiceren. Om als freelance 
schrijver zijn brood te kunnen verdienen, wendde Thompson zich tot de journalistiek; om status 
te kunnen verkrijgen als literair schrijver en het bijkomende symbolische kapitaal te verwerven, 
zocht hij literaire vernieuwing. Daarbij had hij het geluk dat er steeds meer tijdschriften waren, 
die, als gevolg van de opkomst van de televisie, bereid waren zich in te laten met een nieuw 
soort journalistiek. McLuhan stelt dat een cultuur die aan nieuwe media blootgesteld wordt, 
onverbiddelijk verandert en vervolgens een andere houding zal hebben tegenover de bestaande 
media. Toen de televisie de rol van primaire informatiedrager overnam van de traditionele 
media, werd er daarom anders tegen het geschreven woord en dientengevolge de rol van de 
journalist aangekeken.
Postman stelt dat televisie andere media dwingt tot publiek vermaak en aanzienlijke 
kracht uitoefent op de journalistiek om zich aan te passen aan een door de televisie veranderde 
omgeving.  Thompson besefte al vroeg dat hij een rol kon en moest spelen in het blootleggen 
de discrepantie tussen wat in de media als feit gepresenteerd werd en wat hij zelf zag als de 
onderliggende waarheid. 
De artikelen en het non-fictie boek Hell’s Angels (1967) uit de eerste periode van 
Thompson’s carrière, van 1955-1967, laten zien hoe Thompson op zoek is naar een vorm of 
formule die zowel de eisen van de markt als zijn eigen behoefte als expressief kunstenaar 
kan bevredigen. Hij verzon verhalen en personages die hij gebruikte in hoofdartikelen voor 
tijdschriften als de National Observer, doorbrak taaltaboes en nam op een ongekende manier 
persoonlijk deel aan de gebeurtenissen waarover hij schreef: zo reed hij bijna een jaar mee met 
de Hell’s Angels om zo de waarheid achter hun verhaal te weten te komen. Al deze werkwijzen 
waren uitdrukking van zijn overtuiging dat feiten alleen niet de gehele waarheid opleveren.
De publicatie van het veel besproken en populaire Hell’s Angels leidde tot lucratieve 
opdrachten voor artikelen en verzoeken om als spreker op te treden. Thompson werd gezien 
als de aangewezen persoon om de intelligente, welvarende of alternatieve lezers aan te trekken 
waarnaar tijdschriften als Rolling Stone en Playboy op zoek waren. Deze twee tijdschriften 
profiteerden van de grote veranderingen in de Amerikaanse tijdschriftenuitgeverij van de jaren 
zestig en het begin van de jaren zeventig, toen tijdschriften voor een breed lezerspubliek (de 
zogenaamde glossy’s) ten onder gingen. Tussen 1968 en 1970 schreef Thompson indringende 
artikelen over Jean-Claude Killy, een belangrijke atleet, en Richard Nixon, waarin hij de door 
de media gecreëerde maskers aftrok en liet zien hoe beide de belichaming waren van kwalijke 
aspecten van het Amerikaanse leven. Dat Playboy weigerde om het artikel over Killy te publiceren, 
gaf aan dat Thompson nog een balans moest zien te vinden tussen zijn artistieke behoeften en 
ambities enerzijds en de eisen van de markt anderzijds.       
De technieken die hij in deze artikelen gebruikte, zou hij vervolgens perfectioneren in 
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zijn eerste echte Gonzo artikel, “The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved” (1970). 
Thompson’s artikel over de Kentucky Derby was een ongefilterde weergave van de Derby 
ervaring, maar tezelfdertijd een meta-verhaal over het schrijven van het artikel dat de waarheid 
achter de feiten van de Derby wilde laten zien door te zoeken naar het perfecte “Derby 
gezicht” onder de toeschouwers. Het bevatte alle hoofdelementen van de Gonzo journalistiek: 
een openlijk subjectieve kijk van de schrijver; meta-journalistiek; de toepassing van de non-
fictie verhaalmethode; de introductie van gefingeerde elementen; een focus op de ervaring 
in plaats van op de feiten van de gebeurtenis; participatie van de schrijver in het verhaal; en 
blootlegging van de vertelstructuur. Door deze technieken op deze manier toe te passen, schiep 
Thompson een delicaat evenwicht tussen commercie enerzijds en zijn behoefte aan symbolisch 
kapitaal anderzijds. Hij kon zijn brood verdienen als freelance journalist terwijl hij ook van de 
voorrechten en erkenning behorend bij de status van literair schrijver genoot. Veranderingen in 
het sociale, economische en culturele klimaat hadden de markt veranderd en Thompson had 
zich nu toegerust met een nieuwe manier van schrijven die paste bij deze nieuwe werkelijkheid. 
Toen de markt voor korte verhalen aan het begin van de jaren zeventig stagneerde en 
de consumentensmaak veranderde, pasten tijdschriften als Rolling Stone zich aan door 
schrijvers aan te trekken die deze nieuwe werkelijkheid op nieuwe wijze konden weergeven 
en zo de status van tijdschriften konden verhogen met artikelen over onderwerpen die buiten 
hun reguliere aandachtsgebied lagen – in geval van Rolling Stone de populaire muziek, en 
in geval van Playboy de volwassen leefstijl. In deze periode schreef Thompson twee Gonzo 
meesterwerken, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (1972), over de teloorgang van de Amerikaanse 
Droom, en Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail ’72 (1973), waarin hij vanuit zijn unieke 
Gonzo perspectief verslag deed van de presidentiële campagne van 1972. Beide publicaties 
verschenen eerst als een serie artikelen in Rolling Stone, waar ze enthousiast werden onthaald, 
alvorens ze in boekvorm bestsellers werden. 
Tegenstrijdig genoeg voelde Thompson zich door dit succes in toenemende mate beperkt 
in zijn Gonzo journalisme. Bekend en beroemd zijn maakte het steeds moeilijker om als 
deelnemende (“participatory”) journalist te werken. Dit bracht hem in het midden van de jaren 
zeventig tot het hanteren van een meer ingetogen en meer gestructureerde vorm van schrijven 
in een aantal zeer persoonlijke en treffende stukken,  zoals “The Banshee Screams for Buffalo 
Meat” (1977), over de verdwijning van zijn vriend Oscar Acosta, and “Last Tango in Vegas” 
(1978), over de nederlaag en de wederopstanding van Mohammad Ali. 
In de jaren zeventig had Thompson Gonzo tot een goed verkoopbaar product gemaakt, 
een nieuw literaire genre gevestigd, en zich daarmee een solide reputatie als schrijver verschaft. 
Tussen 1979 en 1991, echter, vroeg de markt steeds meer van het soort journalistiek dat hem 
roem gebracht had, maar paradoxaal genoeg waren het juist zijn succes en naamsbekendheid 
die het hem moeilijk en zelfs onmogelijk maakten dit werk te produceren – juist omdat, om 
effectief te zijn, “participatory”  journalistiek een zekere mate van anonimiteit vereiste. De 
Gonzo formule moest daarom worden aangepast. 
In deze latere periode maakte Thompson ten volle gebruik van het gegeven dat Thompson 
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de cultfiguur gewilde handelswaar was geworden in dit televisie tijdperk van beroemheden. 
Hij cultiveerde zijn imago als de kunstenaar, bohemien en buitenstaander die de regels tart, 
en ging met deze persona op tournee. Hij bood een deel van zijn werk voor veel geld ook 
aan filmmakers aan. De film die daaruit voortkwam, Where the Buffalo Roam (1980), leverde 
hem, los van de kwaliteit, meer roem en meer fans op. Om meer inkomsten te vergaren en zijn 
reputatie als schrijver te verstevigen, publiceerde hij ook een goed ontvangen bloemlezing van 
zijn werk, The Great Shark Hunt (1979).   
Maar ook ging hij door met experimenteren en vond hij uiteindelijk de formule die hem in 
staat stelde trouw te blijven aan Gonzo, ondanks de belemmeringen die zijn roem en celebrity 
status met zich mee brachten. Hij schreef The Curse of Lono (1983) en verzorgde van 1985 tot 
1990 columns in de San Francisco Examiner  die werden gebundeld in  Generation of Swine 
(1988) and Songs of the Doomed (1990).
In de jaren negentig stelde de opleving van interesse in en nostalgie naar de jaren zestig 
Thompson – inmiddels een televisie bekendheid – in staat zijn handelsmerk te promoten en 
zijn inkomen te vergroten door persoonlijke optredens, interviews, en media projecten. In 
deze periode probeerde hij ook zijn reputatie onder academici en kenners van de literatuur te 
verstevigen.  Zo werkte hij samen met de bekende historicus en biograaf Douglas Brinkley aan 
een uitgave van zijn brieven en verleende hij medewerking aan een omvangrijk hoofdartikel 
over zijn leven en werk door Matthew Hahn voor The Atlantic. Ondanks zijn toenemend 
prestige bleef hij zijn rebelse persona cultiveren en behield hij het imago van de onafhankelijke 
kunstenaar, volgens Bourdieu cruciaal voor bepaalde soorten culturele handel. 
In de laatste fase van zijn carrière werd de inhoud van zijn schrijven bepaald door een 
mengeling van oude en nieuwe interesses: politiek, sport, maatschappelijke onrechtvaardigheid, 
oplichterij en rechtshervorming. Zijn stijl bleef droog en wrang, maar werd nu getemperd door 
de visie van de stoïcijnse veteraan, de insider en de heroïsche kunstenaar, allemaal personae 
die hij in het contact met zijn publiek doelbewust gebruikte. Hij introduceerde meer (al dan 
niet gefingeerde) autobiografische elementen in zijn werk, als geste naar oude en nieuwe 
volgelingen die soms meer geïnteresseerd waren in zijn leven dan in zijn schrijven, en nam zijn 
toevlucht tot verfijnde collage technieken die hij geïntroduceerd had in The Curse of Lono.     
Hoewel hij in artikelen als “Song of the Sausage Creature” nog steeds zijn toevlucht nam 
tot een vorm van “participatory” journalistiek, elimineerde hij dit element in een deel van zijn 
belangrijkste werk uit deze periode, bijvoorbeeld Better than Sex (1994), en vertrouwde hij in 
plaats daarvan voor zijn informatie op persoonlijke bekenden, op zijn eigen inventiviteit, en, 
ironisch genoeg, op de media, met name televisie. In Better than Sex gebruikte Thompson 
behalve collage technieken ook zijn status als ervaren politiek journalist om de waarheid 
bloot te leggen achter een politiek systeem dat volgens hem volledig gedomineerd werd 
door televisie. Zoals Postman had aangetoond, was de politiek door de televisie veranderd 
in een vorm van amusement. In zijn boek presenteerde Thompson politiek dan ook als een 
vorm van televisievermaak waarbij hij zelf optrad als gids voor de lezer bij het bekijken van de 
verkiezingscampagne op televisie, in plaats van persoonlijk verslag te leggen van de campagne 
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zelf.
Altijd op zoek naar nieuwe mogelijkheden om geld te verdienen en nieuwe doelgroepen te 
bereiken, werd hij in het digitale tijdperk columnist voor een elektronisch nieuws tijdschrift, ESPN.
com, in 2000. In deze columns en in zijn laatste belangrijke publicaties, Kingdom of Fear (2003) 
and Hey, Rube (2004), treffen we kenmerken aan die doen denken aan Ernest Hemingway, 
een mogelijk onbewust eerbetoon aan deze held uit zijn jeugd. En net als Hemingway pleegde 
Thompson zelfmoord, op 20 februari 2005. 
Thompson’s uitvinding van de Gonzo journalistiek is niet alleen van belang omdat deze 
een nieuwe bijdrage heeft geleverd aan een literair genre dat toe was aan nieuwe formules voor 
een veranderend cultuur- en medialandschap, maar ook omdat deze ons heeft geholpen onze 
opvatting over literaire expressie in het algemeen en journalistiek in het bijzonder kritisch te 
herzien. In mijn proefschrift laat ik zien dat Gonzo begrepen moet worden als het resultaat van 
een interactie tussen economische, culturele, sociale en technologische factoren enerzijds en de 
biografie en creativiteit van de auteur anderzijds. Zo bezien weerspiegelt de geschiedenis van 
Gonzo tot op zekere hoogte de culturele en maatschappelijke geschiedenis van de Verenigde 
Staten. Met dit proefschrift over Thompson en de uitvinding van Gonzo hoop ik dan ook meer 
inzicht te hebben geboden in de bredere geschiedenis van dit land en zijn literatuur.      
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